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Introduction
It began as a typical summer afternoon in August 1965. Seventeen-
year-old Frank Kelly and his buddies headed over to St. Sabina's af-
ter their ball game to meet up with some of the girls from the parish.
They had all graduated from the Catholic grade school and had spent
many hours in the community center gym playing sports and roller
skating. Now that they were in high school, they had the privilege of
attending the popular Sunday night dances. The school and the parish,
however, had changed since the days when the children had donned
their uniforms for first grade. African Americans were·buying homes
and moving into the apartments and flats nearby. This made many
Irish-American parishioners apprehensive. They did not have a history
of amiable relations with blacks, with whom they had competed for
employment and housing in overcrowded neighborhoods. Sometimes
their associations erupted into violence. The pastor, Msgr. John McMa-
hon, reassured the people of the neighborhood that parish life could
continue a:s usual. He had even enlisted the community organizer, Saul
Alinsky, and other local leaders to form an organization to work for
neighborhood stability while integration occurred. Indeed, so far it
seemed to be working.
What happened that August afternoon, however, convinced St.
Sabina parishioners that this experiment was a failure. While Frank
and his friends stood across the street from the community center,
three black teenagers appeared around the comer. The boys exchanged
insults. Two of the black youths drew guns and fired into the group. A
sixteen-year-old girl was shot in the leg. Frank was shot in the chest
and died minutes later as Father White administered the last rites of
the Church. In the months that followed, hundreds of white families
sold their homes and moved to the suburbs. St. Sabina's became a
predominantly African-American community.
At this time, when scores of neighborhoods were changing in
Chicago and other northern cities, St. Sabina's reaction to this inter-
racial conflict appeared to be no different from that of other white
communities facing integration. However, Catholic ethnics defined
neighborhood and community differently than other whites did. Dan
Rostenkowski, the noted Illinois Congressman, reminisced on this
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sense of community. He stated that "church spires ... were the bea-
cons of Chicago-the exact centers of neighborhoods, the symbols of
our ethnic heritage."1 To these Catholics the parish defined the center .
and parameters of their community. Their neighbors were people who
shared a common ethnic tradition and Catholic heritage. This shaped
their unique reaction to others who did not fit into their world.
Parishes were the center of a vital Catholic subculture. These
neighborhood churches became more important to Catholic ethnics in
America than they had been in Europe. Back in the old country,
religion and culture had been so intertwined that the local church was
but one avenue among many for Catholics to partake oftheir faith. Yet,
when European Catholics emigrated to America they found them-
selv~s in a society that professed to be secular but was, in practice,
heavily influenced by Protestantism. Catholic immigrants used the
parish as the main avenue for the expression of their faith and as the
nucleus for a "ghetto culture." While Catholics did not form the only
ghetto culture in America, John Cogley asserts that theirs "became the
best organized and most powerful of the nation's subcultures."2 The
parish was perhaps the most dynamic element in this subculture.
Andrew Greeley has written that "institutional Catholicism in the
United States prospered as long as it did because it provided self-defi-
nition and social location for the immigrants, their children, and their
grandchildren; and it did so precisely through the institution of the
neighborhood parish."3 It certainly commanded the allegiance of mil-
lions of Catholics. Without the parish, it is doubtful whether Catholic
culture could have survived in America.4
The parish proved to be a very versatile and flexible community-
generating institution. It broke impersonal, industrial cities into inti-
mate neighborhoods. Networks of territorial parishes ensured that
Catholics could repeat their community experience and still be eco-
nomically and geographically mobile. Abandoning an immigrant
neighborhood did not mean abandoning a Catholic way of life.
Unlike Protestantism with its focus on the individual, Catholicism
had traditionally emphasized the importance of the community. To
partake of the sacraments, which were crucial to salvation, Catholics
needed a priest and a parish. Devotionalism, with its emphasis on
examination ofone's sins within a community setting, further encour-
aged the diminution ofthe individual and the elevation ofcommunity.
Forgiveness depended upon repentance and doing one's duty toward
family and friends. This form of Catholicism combined with Irish
gregariousness created a personality that was inextricably entwined
with the parish community. A former parishioner of St. Sabina's
recalled the humbleness ofthe people. He said "there was no big deal"
when it came to sharing and helping one another.5
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The Irish were also very loyal to the parish because it played
such an important role in helping them rise above their humble and
often degraded beginnings in America. The nineteenth-century Irish-
American community battled poverty, alcoholism, broken families, and
crime. The parish provided institutional sh-ength to this struggling
community. It protected, championed, disciplined, and forgave its
members. The parish did not, of course, completely eradicate these
problems, but it provided support for faltering individuals. Perhaps
no other institution was as responsible for the ultimate success ofIrish
America.
Anti-Catholicism contributed to Catholic dependency on parishes.
However, this adherence to the parish community was also encouraged
by devotional Catholicism, the parish school, and a philosophy that
stressed separation from the American mainstream to protect the
faithful from Protestant and secular influences. Yet this desire for
separation was not wholly defensive. By the mid-twentieth century
Catholics felt confident that they could have a salutary effect on
American society.
As much as Catholics might have wanted to insulate themselves
from the rest ofAmerican society in their parish communities, Chicago
demographics as well as the fluid nature ofAmerican society made this
impossible. Catholics for a time had been able to avoid compromising
their sense ofparish community. Their chain ofterritorial parishes had
enabled Catholics to escape congested, industrial neighborhoods. Mov-
ing from one parish neighborhood to the next assured Catholics of a
similar cultural environment. They could easily disregard white Prot-
estants, who in turn wanted little to do with them. The Great Migration
ofMrican Americans, however, challenged Catholic isolation in a way
it never had been before. The worldview they had developed out oftheir
own historical experiences unfortunately made them psychologically
unprepared to deal with broader social issues that encroached on their
community. These Catholics thought of religion in personal terms-
something practiced within their own community. Their religion
helped ensure their personal survival in a difficult world and secured
salvation in the next.
St. Sabina's liberal clergy and laity tried to broaden their parish-
ioner's religious and community vision. Parishioners were brought to
accept blacks individually since their religious instruction instilled in
them obedience to the clergy and Christian behavior. But parish
Catholicism, with its emphasis on devotionalism, had not demanded a
broader social conscience. When Chicago's black belt inched its way
through South Side neighborhoods, many Catholics had a difficult time
seeing this incursion as anything but a threat to a way oflife on which
they depended. The parish was their defense against a threatening
4 What Parish Are You From?
society. These Catholics were unwilling to see the situation in terms
ofabstract social justice. If their community was disrupted, so was the
parish upon which they were so spiritually and psychologically depend-
ent. St. Sabina parishioners could only approach race relations within
the context of a parish mentality. For example, when N. Hagerty was
told by a sister that a white dress was needed for a May crowning at
Holy Angels-a black parish, she volunteered her wedding dress. Mrs.
Hagerty shared the general view ofblacks held by most parishioners,
yet, when asked by a "moral" authority to provide a dress, she gave the
most personal dress a woman could own.6
Racism certainly was an important factor in the inability of St.
Sabina's to achieve permanent integration. The notion that the two
races could not live together was unquestioningly accepted in many
white Catholic parishes. It gelled with their tendency to exclude those
who seemed to pose a threat to their own peculiar way of life. It was a
difficult idea to dispel. Although St. Sabina's initially tried to accept
blacks, a fatal gunshot across from the parish complex destroyed these
years ofuneasy experimentation with racial coexistence. The "evils" of
the world had intruded upon their "sacred ground." Community resi-
dents quickly moved away, hoping that perhaps another parish farther
south and west could re-create a world they had lost.
The demise ofcommunities that resisted integration was generally
cheered by liberals in the 1960s and 1970s. They had their own set of
biases against kinship, nationality, religion, and ethnic bonds. They
condemned these "tribal" loyalties as relics of an ignorant, backward
past that must give way to progress and the abstract notion of the
universal brotherhood ofhumanity.7 In 1963, when Chicago was expe-
riencing the strain of·racial conflict, Time magazine referred to this
area as "Chicago's Seamy South Side."8More recently, the term "white
ethnic," used to describe the diverse people of the Southwest and
Northwest sides, has become a pejorative term and a stereotype
suggesting narrow-minded and bigoted people.9
Traditionally, most Americans have believed that the survival of
this country depends upon the fusing of its diverse peoples. While a
worthy goal, this expectation has turned a blind eye to the painful and
disruptive process integration creates for those caught in the middle
of the meltdown. While seriously flawed by exclusionist beliefs, com-
munities such as Catholic parishes had many advantages. They were
able to support families in raising children, providing the children
with a value system as well as a variety of supervised activities to
shelter them from social problems that parents today often face alone.
Parish communities gave men and women beauty and tradition in
their ordinary lives. Although their shortcomings should not be over-
looked, neither should their strengths be too quickly dismissed.
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The experience of Catholic parish life also raises the question of
whether true cultural pluralism is a real option for American society.
Catholics made some adaptations to America to protect their way of
life. The moral climate of the 1960s was against them, as well as
American political values, which protect the rights of the individual
over the community. Ironically, at the same time, multiculturalism
was becoming the "enlightened" social ethos that was to end the past
repression of assimilation to mainstream culture, particularly for
non-Europeans. Many Catholic communities still try to retain their
unique subculture, but its character, like that of other minority com-
munities, is less and less of their own design. A truly distinct subcul-
ture may prove impossible to maintain.
The transition from a white neighborhood and parish to a heavily
black neighborhood and parish is a major theme in twentieth-century
urban and religious history. The experience ofSt. Sabina's in Chicago's
southwest neighborhood of Auburn-Gresham can provide insight into
this aspect of American history. St. Sabina's was an Irish-American
community with a strong sense ofparish tradition. The purpose ofthis
case study is to shed light on the character, values, and mores of the
parish community, as well as the beliefs that shaped their attitudes
toward their fellow Americans. This is St. Sabina's story.
1 __
The Making of the Irish Parish
Community: A Historical
Background
Chicago's South Side Irish have played a prominent role in the city's
history. In the neighborhood ofBridgeport they established a political
base and network that launched one of the strongest political ma-
chines in the country and gave Chicago several ofits mayors. Another
South Side establishment and tradition is the Chicago White Sox
formed by Charles Comiskey, son ofan Irish immigrant and city coun-
cil alderman. In 1910 Comiskey laid a green cornerstone for his new ball
park at 35th and Shields in the midst of an Irish neighborhood.
The South Side Irish community has been immortalized in the
literary works ofhumorist Finley Peter Dunne and novelist James T.
Farrell. Both writers were concerned with the Irish and their relation-
ship to Chicago's ethnic and racial communities. Competition overjobs
and neighborhoods was a major theme in their work. Dunne introduced
Mr. Dooley, his philosopher-bartender, to Chicago in 1893 in weekly
Irish dialectal pieces for the Chicago Evening Post. Mr. Dooley's
mythical saloon on Archer Avenue served the Bridgeport Irish. The
barkeeper freely dispensed his wit and wisdom on community happen-
ings and Chicago issues. By 1894, Mr. Dooley had become the pride of
Chicago. Gradually, Dunne expanded the scope of Mr. Dooley's
philosophizing to national issues, which earned him a place in nation-
al publications and made Mr. Dooley a national phenomenon.1
Martin Dooley's most poignant colloquies were on the Bridgeport
Irish, whom he depicted with "objective realism and sympathetic
understanding."2 What Dunne found inspiring about this Irish com-
munity was that, in the midst of an ugly and depressing section of
industrial Chicago, their social intercourse was "philosophic, gentle,
kindly, shrewd, and witty." In addition, their parochial attachment to
neighborhood and Church presented an interesting contrast to their
fierce interest in worldly affairs.3
Dunne himself was a product of the Chicago Irish-Catholic world.
The men of his family chose between two careers: either they went
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down to the riverfront to become ships carpenters or they went to the
seminary and became priests. The Dunne family home was in St.
Patrick's parish at Adams and Desplaines Streets just west of the
downtown business district. St. Patrick's still remains a landmark
to the Chicago Irish, yet, during Dunne's formative years, its mid-
dle-class Irish character was gradually eroded by its close proximity
to Chicago's business district. This theme of neighborhood transfor-
mation was prominent in Mr. Dooley's observations of the Bridge-
port Irish.4
James T. Farrell saw himselfas a writer ofthe city in the tradition
of Theodore Dreiser, James Joyce, and Emile Zola. Some have called
him one of the greatest realists in American letters. He was also
influenced by the intellectually vital period of America's Progressive
Era, during which so much hope was pinned on the rational reform of
society and the melting of ethnic groups into one people. The writings
of John Dewey, George Herbert Mead, and Thorstein Veblen were
very influential in shaping his views ofthe city. Farrell's literary work
documents the evolution of Irish Catholics in urban America from the
tum of the twentieth century to the end of the 1930s. His most noted
novels are the Studs Lonigan trilogy and the Danny O'Neill pentalogy.
These novels depict the "spatial, temporal, cultural, and emotional
dimensions" of Chicago's South Side Irish community.5
For Farrell the cultural diversity of Chicago and its promise of a
common democratic community was a potentially liberating force
which could lift the Irish from their ethnic and religious insularity.
However, most ofhis characters refused to break out oftheir parochial
world. Farrell portrayed the Irish sympathetically in their struggle
with the disrupting effects of immigration and their poverty. He
appreciated the spiritual needs met by parish Catholicism, yet he was
impatient with and condemning of its narrow-minded quest for mid-
dle-class respectability at the expense of a more authentic humanity
and empathy for others.6 The works of Dunne and Farrell provide a
literary examination of Chicago's South Side Irish-American commu-
nity and provide many of the themes for this historical investigation.
The Irish began their "exile" to the United States in large numbers
in the 1820s. Ireland's population had been increasing. Young men and
women who had no hope of attaining their own farms saw no reason
to put off acquiring the few comforts available to them, namely,
marriage and family. Only a small plot of land was necessary to
cultivate enough potatoes to feed a growing family, and a family could
be sustained on a diet of primarily potatoes and milk. There was little
alternative industry in Ireland to relieve the overburdened agricul-
tural sector. Therefore, emigration became the one choice left for those
who did not want to sink further into misery and poverty. At the same
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time, the United States was embarking on an era of tremendous
economic and geographic expansion and needed immigrant workers.
The Irish were first drawn to the South Side of Chicago in 1836,
when work began on the Illinois and Michigan Canal, an endeavor to
connect Lake Michigan with the Mississippi River. They had gained
experience on the Erie Canal and followed what seemed to be their
"national occupation" westward when the new canal project began.
Once the project was completed in 1848, many Irish made their home
at the canal's terminus just outside the city in Bridgeport.7 For many
decades this was the premier Irish community in the Midwest.8
In the 1840s and 18508, just as Chicago was making its bid for
economic pre-eminence in the Midwest as the region's transportation
center, the Great Famine struck Ireland. Many famine refugees es-
caped to Chicago, where they could find jobs. By 1850 the Irish made
up 20 percent ofthe city's population, which for a time made them the
largest ethnic groUp.9 Employment opportunities in this prairie boom-
town opened up just when the Irish desperately needed the work. The
employment they qualified for was primarily unskilled work in the
industrial sectors of the South Side. After the completion of the I & M
Canal, obnoxious industries near the expanding downtown commercial
district moved to the South Branch of the River and the Canal area.
Slaughterhouses found the waterways useful for the processing of
livestock. Cattle driven up from the south and west were more easily
corralled there. The coming of the railroads made Bridgeport and the
South Side destined for further industrialization. In the 1860s a large
steel mill began operation at Archer and Ashland Avenues. Brickyards
and breweries added to the productivity ofthe area. On Christmas Day
1865 the Union Stock Yards opened through the joint effort of meat-
packing companies and railroad lines. The Yards would become the
principal industrial employer in the area.10
Almost from the beginning oftheir settlement in the Chicago area,
the Irish plunged into the political arena. By the close of the Civil War
the Irish were the dominant ethnic group in Chicago politics. Irish
aldermen were a significant block in the city council and influenced
the Democratic party as ward committeemen. Their ability to speak
English and their knowledge ofAnglo-Saxon political institutions were
special skills they used to gain political clout. The arrival of other
immigrants eclipsed Irish numbers in the city, but this did not hamper
Irish power. Many newcomers were Catholic, which helped make
Chicago the largest diocese in Roman Catholicism. Building on this
common religious bond, Irish politicians enhanced their position by
acting as power-brokers among the various national groupS.11
The desire for economic gain was a crucial factor in the Irish-
American quest for political power. Poor and unskilled, the Irish had
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few career opportunities that could provide them with a more comfort-
able and secure life. Politics brought city patronage jobs and other
economic benefits. Irish politicians granted city franchises and contracts
to companies willing to pay kickbacks. They enriched themselves and
secured jobs for the Irish with companies doing business with the city.
Because the nineteenth century was the age of rugged individualism,
national and local governments did not believe that they had an obliga-
tion to care for the welfare oftheir citizens regardless oftheir situation.
Irish politicians filled this void for their impoverished constituents
with aid such as food and coal baskets, albeit in exchange for votes. 12
Corrupt "boodle" alderman penetrated the workings of the entire
city. The Irish worked on streetcar lines, on the construction of side-
walks and sewers, and on the installation ofgas, electric, and telephone
lines. Since Chicago was one ofthe fastest growing cities in the country,
the demand for city workers increased. More police officers and firemen
were needed to monitor the rambunctious city. Irish political connec-
tions allowed them to solidify control over both city departments. By
1900 48 percent of the Irish were engaged in city service occupations
such as law enforcement and fire fighting. In 1890 six times more
policemen were Irish than the next largest ethnic group. Although the
city's labor force was only 14 percent Irish, 58 percent of gasworks
employees in Chicago were either first or second generation Irish.13
Irish economic mobility came about in part from their political
clout, which they were able to wield at a time when Chicago was
undergoing rapid expansion. By the 1870s a small but significant Irish
middle class began to appear. By 1920 their improved economic situ-
ation gave most Irish the option to leave behind inner city industrial
areas for better apartments and houses in Chicago's newer neighbor-
hoods south and west.14
Politics provided the Irish with power and jobs. It also reinforced
ethnic cohesiveness. Nationalist causes also brought unity to the Irish
in Chicago by providing social occasions and the lure of a job or the
enhancement of a political career. In his influential study of Irish-
American nationalism, Thomas Brown argues that besides an intense
hatred of Britain, the driving motive behind this crusade for Ireland's
freedom was a deep-seated sense of inferiority and a longing of the
Irish for respectability. In Ireland, the British had shown little regard
for the native Irish and their way oflife. Many Irish emigrants blamed
British misrule for their exile. Once in America, the Irish found the
same Anglo disdain for their religion, culture, and poverty. Irish
Americans thought that if Ireland were a free, self-determining na-
tion, the condition ofthe Irish would be elevated not only in Ireland but
in America as well. Hi
While the motivations behind Irish nationalism were fairly univer-
10 What Parish Are You From?
sal in America, the nature ofthe movement varied from city to city and
region to region. Chicago Irish nationalism was different from that in
the East, especially in New York and New England, in that it never
exhibited the bitter conflict between advocates ofconstitutional meth-
ods and of physical force. In the East, bishops and clergy generally
followed the standard Church position that revolutionary movements
were contrary to the Catholic teachings ofajust war and that the secret
oaths members were obliged to take also violated primary loyalties to
God and country. The eastern Irish community was divided on this
issue. Some nationalists became even greater advocates of physical
force, while others followed the dictates of the clergy and supported
constitutional means to achieve Ireland's freedom. 16
In Chicago, however, Archbishop Patrick A. Feehan sided with the
"liberal" elements in the Church that thought it best not to antagonize
Catholics who were essentially loyal church members but who were
attracted to nationalist organizations. Feehan himself was one with
his diocese in his nationalist feelings toward Britain and was reluctant
to make an issue out of which nationalist organization one of his
charges belonged to. The Chicago Irish community, then, never expe-
rienced the pressure to polarize their nationalist aspirations, although
as time went on constitutional methods became dominant. From the
days of the Fenian Brotherhood of the 1860s through those of the
Clan-na-Gael, Chicago had a vital nationalist movement. The first
organization of the Clan-na-Gael was established in Bridgeport in
1869. The Irish in this section of town also supported the Ancient
Order ofHibernians, the Hibernian Rifles, and the Irish Land League.
They were also enthusiastic devotees of picnics sponsored by the
United Irish Societies ofChicago. These picnics did not pass the'Ilotice
of Mr. Dooley who commented, "if Ireland could be freed be a. picnic,
it'd not on'y be free, but an impire." Nationalism was a vital part of
the Chicago Irish community until the end of the Irish Civil War in
1923 when at least most of Ireland won its independence.17
Many issues and causes bonded the nineteenth-century Chicago
Irish community. Historians have concluded, however, that "in spite
of their intense interest in things Gaelic, the Irish failed to build
lasting monuments that manifested their nationalism-their
churches sufficed."18
Why was religion the glue of the Irish community? The answer
requires a look back into Ireland's history. Catholicism has been a
major component to Irish national identity and sense ofsocial cohesion
since the Reformation in England in the sixteenth century. In previous
centuries the English colonized Ireland and gradually expropriated the
land while adopting Irish culture. Anglo presence in Ireland was
somewhat obscured by their cultural assimilation. When England
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converted to Protestantism, however, religion became an obvious mark
ofdifference between colonizer and colony. The Irish refused to acqui-
esce to further cultural annihilation, and lines of resistance were
drawn. In the seventeenth century Irish Catholics tried to take advan-
tage of English political turmoil during the years of the English Civil
War and Glorious Revolution. Their rebellions, however, were put
down and the Irish paid a heavy price for them. Anti-Catholic legisla-
tion passed through Parliament from the reigns ofWilliam and Mary
to George II. Bishops and members of religious orders were banished
from the country. Secular priests from the continent were expected to
register, pay a fee, and take an oath ofloyalty. Catholics were excluded
from political participation in Parliament and any aspect of the legal
profession. They could not vote. They could not establish schools or
send their children out of the country for education. Laws also sought
to reduce Catholic property holding.19
This anti-Catholic legislation also applied to Britain and British
North America, although its application was harshest in Ireland.
British penal laws were not only out of step with eighteenth-century
Enlightenment ideals of religious toleration, but were also more op-
pressive than any laws Protestants suffered in Catholic countries.
These penal laws, however, failed to wipe out Catholicism and make
the country Protestant. What they did do was terrorize, humiliate, and
pacify the Irish people. The lines between Protestant and Catholic were
more rigidly drawn between the Anglo-Irish Protestant minority who
owned 90 percent ofthe land and controlled Ireland's political and legal
system and the impoverished Catholic majority. Irish Catholic peas-
ants were the most impoverished in Europe. They were illiterate, and,
though nominally Catholic, their lack ofaccess to religious instruction
left them ignorant of the basic tenets of their religion.20
By the end of the eighteenth century rising feelings of Irish
nationalism combined with Enlightenment ideals of the universal
brotherhood ofhumanity led to briefovertures oftoleration toward the
Catholic community. Many penal laws that inhibited the practice of
Catholicism were lifted. Maynooth Catholic Seminary was founded in
1795, and the young priests who emerged from this seminary were
much more politically and socially radicalized than those who furtively
entered Ireland in the eighteenth century after a continental education.21
This new vanguard of priests was recruited out of the small
Catholic middle class or the somewhat prosperous farming class.
Having no aristocratic pretensions and coming from politically disad-
vantaged social groups, Irish clergymen in the nineteenth century were
one with their people in their bitter resentment of the Anglo-Irish
Protestant ascendancy. Daniel O'Connell, a Catholic lawyer who
emerged in the first halfofthe nineteenth century as Ireland's political
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leader, was able to capitalize on this union of spirit between priests
and people to build a movement for Catholic emancipation. This
movement culminated in the Catholic ReliefAct of1829, which allowed
Catholic political rights; voting rights, however, rested on high prop-
erty qualifications.22
The close political bond between the clergy and the Irish people
further accentuated the connection between Irish national identity and
Catholicism. However, this tie did not automatically make the Irish
people the devout practicing Catholics the clergy wanted them to be.
In the first halfofthe nineteenth century Irish priests battled "pagan"
social customs and ill-informed religious ideas that had been perpe-
trated during the penal law period.23
In the absence of a coherent theological explanation of the work-
ings of the universe, Irish peasants had resorted to supernatural
practices to exert influence over nature and other situations beyond
their control. Fairy doctors used white magic to treat sick people and
animals. Holy wells or magic springs were sought out fur their healing
benefits and became associated with certain saints. Worshippers made
pilgrimages to these sites as an act of devotion and penance. The
practice ofwaking the dead was also a central feature ofIrish rural life
that disturbed the clergy. The general purpose was to pray for the soul
of the deceased and give consolation to the family. However, wakes
also had a very social and even festive aspect to them. Those who came
to pay their respects to the dead also looked forward to drinking,
dancing, singing, story-telling, and game playing.24
Among the most notorious forms ofentertainment from the clergy's
perspective were games that were obviously symbolic sexual dances or
mimes. From an anthropological point ofview these waking practices
may have reflected both a primitive desire to appease the newly
deceased, who may still dwell among the living, and the profound need
of the human spirit to reassert its vitality in the face of death. These
were among many popular social and religious customs that clashed
with this new breed of Maynooth-trained clergy who hoped to elevate
the beliefs and behavior of the Irish people. They met with limited
results. To a certain extent people respected the hierarchical authority
of the Church since Ireland had an authoritarian and deferential
culture that had been established by the Anglo-Irish Protestant elite.
Priests naturally assumed a prominent place in the social order.
Without their influence rural Ireland most probably would have been
a more violent society with fewer sexual restraints and much more
steeped in popular magic and customs. However, the Church was
limited in its ability to effect much change. Its constituents were too
impoverished to support enough clergy or build enough churches to
spread Catholic influences throughout Irish society.25
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By the mid-nineteenth century, however, the church gained more
influence, when Ireland underwent a "devotional revolution." This
religious transformation was spearheaded by Paul Cardinal Cullen,
who headed the Catholic Church in Ireland from 1849 to 1878. At the
hierarchical level Cullen improved the administration of the Church
and created a much more disciplined clergy. These changes occurred
at a time when the Irish people \vere becoming more receptive to
spiritual direction. In the 1830s and 1840s Father Theobold Mathew
led a temperance crusade to rid Ireland of the curse of alcohol, and
Daniel O'Connell continued to politically mobilize the Irish people for
repeal of Ireland's union with Great Britain. Both made use of mass
meetings to drum up support. The excitement these gatherings gener-
ated turned them into a type of spiritual and psychological revival.26
The Great Famine of the late 1840s also had a profound effect on
the religious state of the Irish people. Many interpreted the disaster
as God's punishment for sin. This made them more receptive to the
teachings of the Church. The poor were the worst hit by the famine.
With their death and emigration, the population of Ireland was re-
duced by at least two million. Therefore, the number of priests per
person achieved a more favorable ratio, and the least "churched"
elements of Irish society were gone.27
All of these changes made the Irish people eager for spiritual
instruction; Cullen and his newly recruited and rehabilitated army of
priests and nuns eagerly responded to this need. To create a standard
religious community experience, religious leaders encouraged not only
more frequent church attendance and receiving ofthe sacraments, but
also a host of devotional practices, such as the rosary, novenas, forty-
hours devotion, benediction, and pilgrimages.28
Lastly, Catholic devotionalism in Ireland was strengthened by the
continued erosion of traditional Irish culture. Ireland in this century
became more Anglicized. National schools indoctrinated Irish children
with British culture and English became the language of modern-
ization. Irish ways began to wane. Catholicism, which the Irish had
used to distinguish themselves from Anglo-Protestants since the six-
teenth century, was more dearly clung to as their Irish cultural
heritage. In the process of this "devotional revolution" the Irish were
transformed into one of the most devout Catholic ethnic groups in the
Christian world.29
The Catholic Church in Ireland consolidated its position ofauthor-
ity in the latter half of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth
century. The strong religious adherence of the Irish people coupled
with the fact that the Church was not identified with the old feudal
aristocratic order gave the Church a position of power and influence it
did not enjoy in many continental European countries. The Church
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instead supported the democratic constitutional process for national-
istic aims. By sidingwith the Irish people in their political, economic, and
social aspirations, but yet disciplining their actions into legitimate politi-
cal channels, the clergy reinforced its authority among the Irish people.30
These changes in the Catholic Church in Ireland would profoundly
influence the Catholic Church in America. Over the course of the
nineteenth century Irish immigrants to the United States were in-
creasingly better versed in the teachings of Catholicism and much
more conscientious about their spiritual duties. The nationalistic di-
mension to their Catholic identity did not diminish with their passage
across the Atlantic.
Unfortunately for poor Irish-Catholic immigrants, nineteenth-cen-
tury America was also a very Anglo-Protestant society. Americans
exhibited much of the same prejudice that British Protestants har-
bored toward Irish Catholics in the United Kingdom. American Anglo-
Protestants deemed Catholicism incompatible with the democratic and
Enlightenment institutions and the values of the new republic. To
them Catholicism was authoritarian, antidemocratic, and steeped in
mysterious rites that bordered on hocus-pocus. The older, small,
Catholic American population of English and French stock had made
every effort to allay Anglo-Protestant fears ofCatholic conspiracies to
destroy the republic for the pope. They instead emphasized their rich,
learned, and dignified cultural heritage, and for the most part did not
challenge anti-Catholic laws or customs.
However, the massive influx ofIrish Catholics along with German
Catholics transformed the American Catholic Church into an immi-
grant and working-class church. Their "offensive" religion combined
with their foreignness and, in the case· of the Irish, their extreme
poverty provoked hostile reactions in American nativists, who wanted
the country to be a preserve for Anglo-Protestants. Unlike earlier
Church leaders in America, the rising new breed of Irish and German
leadership had little patience with Protestant expectations that they
accept second-class status. They instead established a new tradition
of aggressive defense of their flock and turned the Church here into
"the most militant Catholic organization in the English-speaking
world."31
An example ofhow the parish became a bulwark against nativism
can be seen in Kathleen Gavigan's study of parishes in Philadelphia.
Between 1834 and 1849 Philadelphia was plagued by periodic out-
bursts of native American riots. Immigration, industrialization, and
strained municipal resources tried social relations in the City of
Brotherly Love. The worst riot in terms of lives lost and property
damaged occurred in 1844 and was primarily directed at the newly
arrived poor Irish. Bishop Francis Kenrick beseeched his followers to
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stay away from the violence, remain home, and forgive their enemies.
Most Irish Catholics heeded his advice and became more hesitant in
their relations with the rest of the city's population. From this point
on Catholics retreated into their parish communities and built sepa-
rate social, educational, and sometimes even financial institutions.
Most important in shaping this small world was the parish school,
which, besides providing religious instruction, helped ensure Catholic
marriages and vocations. This parochial world was an effective means
of dealing with the fears and insecurities of a minority culture in a
hostile environment.32
Over time Catholic churches in Philadelphia became the religious,
social, and political hub of the Irish community. Irish identification
with their parish was so strong that Philadelphians referred to their
parishes rather than their street addresses or city neighborhoods to
explain were they lived. This close bond among people, parish, and
neighborhood was in reaction to nativism.33
Nativism, however, was not solely responsible for shaping parish
communities in the nineteenth century. In her study of an Irish
Catholic parish in Pittsburgh, Patricia Good also found that the Irish
used the parish to create a self-contained and aloofethnic community.
She sees the parish as a positive method ofadapting to urban America
rather than just a response to nativism. For displaced subsistence
farmers from Ireland, the parish became an effective arena in which
to form friendships and find mates among people who shared the same
attitudes, values, and beliefs. It provided them with a sense ofidentity
and helped them overcome feelings of anonymity in urban, industrial
America. The close emotional and psychological ties they had with the
parish were matched by their desire to reside as close as possible to
the church. In the parish they could find a supportive environment for
their family. Patricia Good found remarkable numbers of intact fami-
lies within the mid-nineteenth century Irish community, which was
supposed to have been plagued by unstable households. While the
parish did, ofcourse, protect the Irish from ridicule and discrimination,
it also isolated them from other ethnic groups and from mainstream
American society. On one hand, the parish retarded Irish assimila-
tion, yet, on the other hand, it also facilitated assimilation. By
promoting family stability, education, and even economic mobility,
the parish was a model for successful adaptation to a new world
environment.34
Other factors were also at work to make the parish central in the
lives ofAmerican Catholics. The Roman Catholic Church in the nine-
teenth century was aggressively promoting changes in worship. After
the Reformation, the Roman Church sought to revitalize Catholicism
and strengthen the bonds of the Catholic community. Medieval con-
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templation centered on monasteries was de-emphasized and a more
active spiritual life centered on the parish was encouraged. In the
nineteenth century the parish's role was seen as vitally important in
protecting the faithful in an increasingly rational and secular age.35
The Church on the continent had also been more identified with
the ancien regime and, therefore, was under attack by modernizing
forces and advocates. To preserve its authority as the true avenue to
salvation, the Church promoted a more popular form of religious
expression that gave a human face to religion. Romantic images from
the Middle Ages of saints, the Blessed Virgin, and Jesus provided
images for contemplation and inspiration. Processions, pilgrimages,
and veneration ofrelics became features ofpublic displays offaith. The
hallmark of this devotional revolution was the parish mission. Spe-
cially trained orders ofclergy, such as the Jesuits and Redemptorists,
traveled from parish to parish to preach a religion of the heart and to
encourage personal conversion experiences.36
By the 1850s this type ofdevotional practice was carried across the
Atlantic by these religious orders to the American Church. The religious
climate in America was ripe for this form of spiritual experience.
American Protestantism had helped make evangelical revivals the most
popular religious movement in the nineteenth century. The shortage
ofpriests and scattered settlements ofCatholics across the developing
North and Midwest created a need for itinerant preachers. The revival
or parish mission became the central feature of Catholic life.37
Like Protestant revivals, Catholic missions emphasized personal
experiences of conversion and achieving salvation through obedience
to a demanding moral code, which forbade excessive drinking, dancing,
and gambling, and encouraged hard work, frugality, and self-reliance.
What made Catholic revivals unique was that they depended upon
priests, who were the only ones allowed to preach the gospel and the
only ones who could solemnize the close ofa meeting by administering
the sacraments, particularly penance and communion. Revival priests
reaffirmed the prominence ofthe local pastor by telling mission atten-
ders that they now had to follow the dictates of the local clergy. The
revival reinforced the parish as the basic building block ofthe Catholic
community.38
Because they followed a form of religion that emphasized the
individual's personal relationship with God as the means to obtain
reward in the hereafter, Catholics tended to view this world as fraught
with moral danger. "Religion of the heart" down-played reason as a
way of understanding God's universe. Extending oneself beyond the
confines of the parish and engaging in crusades for social justice were
not the hallmarks ofAmerican Catholicism.39
Their lack ofattentiveness to and involvement in the social issues
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of the day has subjected Catholics to the criticism of Catholic and
non-Catholic intellectuals and leaders. However, in their study of the
rise and fall of religious denominations in America, Roger Finke and
Rodney Stark found that the religions that have been the most suc-
cessful in attracting members have been those that have focused on
the sacred, satisfied the "otherworldly" needs of their adherents, and
made serious emotional, material, and social demands on them. In the
nineteenth century Congregationalists and Episcopalians lessened
their demands on their followers and diluted traditional teachings.
They, therefore, failed to keep pace with the rapid growth of Meth-
odists and Catholics. Catholicism increased in numbers, of course,
through immigration. However, their devotion to the Church was not
as automatic as usually thought. The Church had to tum polyglot
immigrants into practicing parishioners. Devotionalism and the parish
mission were successful antidotes to Protestant and secular chal-
lenges, but, most important, they satisfied the deeper spiritual needs
of nineteenth-century immigrant Catholics. Although American Ca-
tholicism was not as attuned to the secular needs of society as some
would wish, its style of worship gave Catholics strength and self-con-
fidence in a hostile milieu. This form of worship survived into the
twentieth century.40
The Catholic hierarchy's efforts to Romanize and standardize
popular devotions tightened the bonds between the laity and the
institutional Church. Nativism aided their efforts by convincing Catho-
lics of their marginal status in American life. The faithful were thus
more willing to tum to the Church for guidance and reassurance.
Therefore, they were more accepting of this form of worship that the
hierarchy was promoting.41
In an increasingly pluralistic American society with tense denomi-
national relationships, devotionalism provided Catholics with a dis-
tinctively different form ofreligious practice. They did not need to "sell
out" to the Protestant culture of America. Where Protestants had
individual Bible reading in the home, gospel hymns, prayer groups,
revival meetings, and mission societies, Catholics had popular devo-
tions to the Sacred Heart, Mary, and other saints; parish missions and
societies; papal infallibility; and the Mass; all ofwhich centered on the
parish church. The different cultural experiences that these religious
expressions fostered created starkly separate communities where
there were clear-cut boundaries between Protestants and Catholics.
There would be no confusing a Protestant with a Catholic-each knew
where he belonged.42
Unlike Protestants, however, Catholics could not assert their
religion as part and parcel of American character and tradition-at
least not in the nineteenth century. Therefore, they began "celebrating
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their distinctiveness in private."43 That private sphere was centered
on their parishes.
The ethnic parish was another important component of the vigor
of American Catholicism. As Catholic ethnic groups poured into the
United States over the course of the nineteenth century and into the
twentieth, the Catholic hierarchy faced the dilemma of how to hold
together such a culturally diverse group of people, who had only their
religion in common. Pushing common devotions was one answer. But
the most immediate solution was to allow each group to form their own
national parishes. This preserved the unity ofthe Church, but allowed
local autonomy at the parish level. Each ethnic group could fashion its
own spiritual and community life to fit its particular customs.
From Boston, to New York, to Philadelphia, to Pittsburgh, and
across the Midwest, Irish Americans centered their community on the
parish.44 The Chicago Irish were no exception in their attachment to
the parish. Irish clergy, who moved into leadership positions in the
American Church, realized the important role the parish could play in
the Irish community. Their chief concern was simply to provide the
people with a pastor and a place to worship. As a familiar institution
as well as a tie to Ireland, the parish formed a bridge between America
and the Old Country and provided a supportive base for immigrants
trying to cope with American life.45
The Catholic hierarchy in Chicago was dominated by the Irish,
although they were politic enough to include representatives from
other ethnic groups, particularly the Germans and Poles, in leadership
positions. They worked to further enhance parish life. Bishops will-
ingly assisted newly arrived immigrants in building churches and
provided them with clergymen, regardless oftheir inability initially to
meet these financial obligations. The first Catholic churches estab-
lished in Chicago were Old St. Mary's in 1833 and Finley Peter Dunne's
parish of St. Patrick's in 1846. Both were English-speaking parishes
and served a large number of Irish.46
Initially parishes were organized geographically. The centrally
located church served all who lived within its boundaries. Once na-
tional parishes were built to accommodate the non-English-speaking
immigrants, the territorial base of the parish was modified. National
parishes were formed within many territorial parishes. Although
anyone could attend the territorial parish, each group remained loyal
to its national church. Since they were the largest English-speaking
Catholic group in Chicago, the Irish never formed national parishes,
but once the territorial parishes lost their other ethnic constituents,
territorial parishes became a type of Celtic national parish.47
These "national" parishes of the Irish helped to preserve the Irish
community. The Irish were not forced to live solely with their own kind
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since they knew English. Irish settlements were scattered around the
city, although they tended to be concentrated in South Side industrial
areas. This lack of group cohesiveness could have led to the loss of an
identifiable Irish community. The absence of other ethnic groups in
territorial parishes allowed the Irish to create and maintain ethnic
communities of their own around these churches. This inheritance of
territorial parishes proved to be a treasure trove. By 1902 the Irish
dominated 63 of Chicago's 132 Catholic parishes. These parishes
formed the backbone of the Irish community.48
Parishes were not just religious centers for the Chicago Irish. Many
Irish politicians used territorial parishes as an organizational base and
network. In political terms territorial parishes had an advantage over
national parishes. In ethnically diverse areas such as Bridgeport and
Back of the Yards, Irish politicians, operating out of their geographi-
cally defined parishes, were able to unify antagonistic Central and
Eastern Europeans from the national parishes within their bounda-
ries. Many politicians came from the territorial parishes of St.
Bridget's, Nativity of Our Lord, All Saints, and St. David's in Bridge-
port. In Back of the Yards, Visitation parish served as powerbroker.
Holy Family parish's boundaries coincidentally corresponded with
those of the old nineteenth ward. The Irish took advantage of the fact
that there were ten national parishes in their midst. Through divide
and conquer tactics, the Irish were able to control the political life of
the ward for many years despite the reformist efforts of settlement
house workers such as Jane Addams and the gradual diminishment of
the Irish population.49
Political careers were only a by-product of Irish parishes. Their
primary purpose was to minister to the religious and social needs of
the Irish. The clergy, rather than the politicians, were the community
leaders here. It was the priests and the nuns who made the Catholic
Church an intimate part of the ordinary lives of the Irish. One note-
worthy example was Rev. Denis Dunne, who was vicar general of the
diocese and rector at St. Patrick's Church from 1854 to 1868. Among
his many ministerial works, Dunne helped form a chapter of the St.
Vincent De Paul Society to aid destitute parishioners. St. Patrick's
Society was so admired that many Irish parishes throughout the city
adopted it. Dunne also took a great interest in the needs ofthe children.
St. Patrick's supported a grammar school, and Dunne organized an
industrial school for boys in Bridgeport. During the Civil War Dunne
organized the 90th Illinois Regiment to prove the loyalty of Irish
Catholics to their adoptive homeland. Dunne's work brought him the
respect of both Catholics and Protestants in Chicago.5o
Of all Irish parishes in nineteenth-century Chicago, Holy Family
parish, established in 1857 by Arnold Darnell, S.J., was the largest and
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most reknowned Irish parish. In 1881, twenty thousand Irish laborers,
who worked in the lumber and railroad yards, and their families
counted themselves members. Because it was a Jesuit parish, educa-
tion was crucial to its mission. Under Damen's leadership Holy Family
built an imposing Gothic church, three parochial schools, a convent
academy, and St. Ignatius College, the nucleus of Loyola University.
The Illinois Catholic Order of Foresters, a mutual aid fraternity, first
began operations in this parish in 1883. It provided assistance to
members in need and benefits to widows and orphans and eventually
expanded to parishes throughout the city.51 Holy Family parish has
been described as "the single great Irish workingman's parish" because
ofall the services Father Damen and other priests and women religious
performed.52
Holy Family Church was a model for devotionalism in Chicago and
throughout the Midwest. Since they were Jesuits, Father Damen and
several of his assistants became prominent mission preachers. Soon
after he founded the parish, Damen wasted no time in starting devo-
tional practices such as the Archconfraternity ofthe Immaculate Heart
of Mary. The interior of the Gothic church was designed to encourage
a devotional frame of mind in those who entered the structure. It had
a fifty-two foot main altar decorated with angels surrounding the
tabernacle that housed the divine presence ofJesus in the consecrated
hosts. The church also had two side altars, one to give homage to the
Virign Mary and the other to acknowledge the provider and protector
of the Holy Family, St. Joseph. On the walls surrounding the congre-
gation were the stations of the cross, which provided images ofJesus'
path to his crucifixion. Other devotional symbols, such as votive
candles, stained glass, and dim lights, "contributed to the creation of
a distinctively Catholic interior."53 The overall effect was to confirm for
Catholics that Jesus dwelt within these walls and that the church was
a sacred place. This interior style became fairly standard in Catholic
churches.
St. Gabriel's Church, according to one ofits parishioners, "became
a haven and heaven for the Irish." It was established in 1880 at·45th
and Lowe in Canaryville, which is just south ofBridgeport. Its pastor,
Rev. Maurice J. Dorney, was called "the busiest priest in Chicago." His
parishioners turned to him when they needed work, and businessmen
looked to him to avert walkouts and strikes in the stockyards. His
efforts won him the title "King of the Yards." Dorney was also known
for his controversial sermons. Saloons were one of his obsessions. In
1888, he decided on a plan to res~rict drinking establishments to
nonresidential streets. Not all ofhis parishioners were fond ofthe idea
and passed around a petition supporting the free establishment of
saloons. On the next Sunday Dorney read the names and addresses of
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the sixty-four signatories. "He added caustic remarks to the names as
he read them, 'bringing out some hard hits at the social status ofsome
ofthose who had signed.' "Dorney's reasons for his position were based
on his concept of the neighborhood being an extension of the parish.
During the parish's "men's mission week" Dorney was successful at
closing the local saloons during the evening. Faced with the united
pressure of the St. Gabriel community, the liquor merchants caved in.
Gambler Jim O'Leary, who had a tavern at 41st and Halsted, said,
"'We always do whatever Father Dorney wants us to do down here ...
I'll be glad to do it.' "54
St. Gabriel's is an excellent example of the intimacy created be-
tween neighborhood and parish. Like many other Irish Catholics,
parishioners of St. Gabriel's simply referred to the church to describe
where they lived. " 'For years the neighborhood and the parish were
one,' " recalled a parishioner. " 'To refer to one was to refer to the
other.' "55
Dorney was also a staunch believer in education and encouraged
parents to send their children to school. Dorney himself earned a law
degree when he was fifty. When he died, the flags over the Interna-
tional Amphitheater and most of the big plants in the stockyards flew
at half mast. The stockyards suspended business for five minutes the
day of his funeral. 56
St. John's parish at 18th and Clark Streets was remembered as " 'a
neighborhood of hard-working men and women.' " It buttressed Chi-
cago's industrial belt and its poorest neighborhoods. Its heavily Irish
population gave it the name "Kerry patch" after the county in Ireland.
Father John Waldron, like many other Irish priests, used his superior
willpower to protect and direct his parishioners. One ofhis most noted
achievements was to keep the railroads of the Lake Shore & Michigan
Southern and the Rock Island from infringing on his parish. Waldron
also made every effort to keep his charges on the straight and narrow.
His pride was the parish school. Waldron also took it upon himself to
supervise their extracurricular hours. One parishioner recalled: " 'He
always wore his cane, a heavy one, when out walking, and one of his
stunts was to be about at night between nine and ten o'clock-that was
a late hour then-and to walk into any crowds [ofboysl he'd see on the
comer and begin with his cane. That sent them all scooting for home.' "57
St. John's heyday as an Irish parish, however, did not last more
than twenty years. Chicago's industries and poor pushed the increas-
ingly prosperous Irish further south and west. The pride ofits old-time
parishioners was its legacy to other parishes. " 'There are many large
parishes in this city in the territory immediately to the south, flourish-
ing parishes ... to practically all of these St. John's made large
contributions of devout families and individuals.' "58
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St. Bridget's parish was founded in 1850 with help from St.
Patrick's and took on responsibility for the industrial school started by
Father Dunne. The school cared for orphaned boys and those who
needed correction. When a permanent church building was finally
completed in 1862, Father Joseph M. Cartan, the pastor for over thirty
years, let the Irish-controlled union from the stockyards use the old
frame structure as a strike headquarters. St. Bridget's helped beget
All Saints and NativityofOur Lord parishes when Irish families moved
beyond St. Bridget's.59 Since Bridgeport had such a large Catholic
population, failure to attend mass on Sundays risked one's reputation
in the community.60
Visitation parish, established in 1886 at Garfield Boulevard and
Peoria Street just south ofthe Union stockyards, enjoyed a distinctive
reputation among the Irish. It was both a working-class parish, in
which" 'some of the laborers never saw their children from Sunday to
Sunday' " and a middle-class parish, in which some enjoyed a prestig-
ious address on the stately boulevard. Visitation had the largest parish
complex in the Archdiocese, with a grade school, a high school, and a
social center. It also ranked among the largest parishes with nearly
15,000 members. In the 1920s Father Timothy O'Shea sought to
provide opportunities for the physical and social needs of his parish-
ioners. He transformed the basement ofthe grade school into a recrea-
tion center and the auditorium into a gymnasium.61 These changes
were so popular that "the community center has become the 'heart and
hinge' of parish social life. As the Holy Eucharist is termed 'the social
sacrament' so one may compare the community center to a shrine
wherein the love ofneighbor is sacramentalized (made holy) by a happy
mingling of people after the example of the Blessed Christ."62
While most priests did not cut as high a profile as Fathers Damen,
Dorney, Dunne, or Waldron, they were as concerned with both the
material and spiritual welfare of their parishioners. They immersed
themselves in the ubiquitous christenings, weddings, and funerals
that provided joyous social occasions as well as religious observances
for their flock.63 Their parishes were places offaith, hope, and encour-
agement to the Irish who lived and worked in the slums and stinking
neighborhoods of Chicago.64
In addition to being territorially defined, Irish parishes differed
from national parishes in their purpose. National parishes separated
themselves not only from mainstream America but also from other
Catholics. They wanted to teach and preserve the languages and
customs that they traditionally used to commune with God and each
other. They were a complete world in themselves, with an array of
social, ethnic, cultural, political, and recreational activities. Polish
clergymen at one point speculated about beginning their own diocese.
The Making of the Irish Parish Community 23
They felt their large numbers and special cultural needs, which the
Irish, German and Anglo-American hierarchy slighted, made it neces-
sary for them to have their own bishops and institutionallife.65 The
Irish, on the other hand, were quite content with the existing system.
After all, they ran it. As was true for the Pittsburgh Irish, the Chicago
Irish attachment to their parishes did not preclude some desire for
acculturation. The community and family stability they derived from
it, as well as the education they received, made economic mobility more
possible. Because religion and nationality were so blurred for the Irish,
preserving the faith preserved their sense of identity.66
Catholic religious instruction has been traditionally regarded as
an integral part of parish life. Through the nineteenth century the
Catholic hierarchy in the United States encouraged pastors to build
Catholic schools. By 1884, the issue ofparochial schools had become so
important to the Catholic community that a formal declaration was
made by the bishops at the Third Plenary Council in Baltimore re-
questing that each Catholic church support a parochial school. The
parish school was so critical to the community that a " 'pastor without
a parochial school 'was likened to a general without an army.' "67
Chicago Catholics responded to this call by building the largest paro-
chial school system in the world. By 1890, sixty-two of the eighty-one
parishes in the diocese had schools. The parish school movement got
its impetus from the conflict between public school supporters and
Catholics over the Protestant orientation ofthe schools. Until 1875, all
public school students were required to read from the King James
Bible, and standard textbooks taught by Protestant teachers often
made disparaging comments about the Catholic faith. Illinois lawmak-
ers had also passed a bill in 1889 that required public elementary
schools to teach in the English language, which did not sit well with
ethnic groupS.68
After the turn of the century the Irish began to move out of
inner-city, industrial neighborhoods. Economic mobility, however, did
not end their need or desire for parish-centered communities. New
parishes continued the customs, traditions, and the shared experiences
of the Irish and, in many ways, continued their "ghetto" experience.
Leaving these old neighborhoods, though, presented a crisis among
many Irish who feared a loss of their national identity. Archbishop
James Quigley encouraged the work of the Ancient Order of Hiberni-
ans and the Irish History Society of South Chicago. He said, " , ... if
the Irish-American is not to degenerate into a creature without dis-
tinction and individuality, he must know the history of his people.' "
By 1909, Irish history was part of the curriculum of twenty-six terri-
torial parishes. Quigley and his predecessor, Archbishop Patrick Fee-
han, had also set into motion a policy that would ensure that an Irish
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tone was set in these outlying territorial parishes by recruiting priests
from Ireland and encouraging vocations in Irish parishes.69
Zeal for parish building was also carried into middle-class neigh-
borhoods by the Irish in part due to nativist hostility. Nativist antipa-
thy toward the Irish was provoked by the growth of Irish political
power in the city and by the expansion of parochial schools and
controversy over public funding for them. For the most part the
Catholic hierarchy publicly ignored outbursts of anti-Catholicism;
nonetheless, the Catholic community was profoundly affected by it for
generations and it perpetuated a "ghetto" mentality.70 A St. Gabriel
parishioner wrote: "Our parish is God's and ours. We may differ among
ourselves, we may quarrel among ourselves, we may even fight among
ourselves. That's our affair. But let one outsider say a word against
anyone of us, we show a united front."71
Irish-Catholic sensitivity was not just based on verbal assaults.
Historian Ellen Skerrett has argued that "the majority ofIrish-Ameri-
can parishes organized after 1890 were shaped more by Protestant-
Catholic conflict than by ethnic rivalries."72 American nativists at
times took direct action to keep Catholics out of their middle-class
communities. For example, in 1880, Holy Angels parish was estab-
lished at 605 E. Oakwood for Irish residents who had moved to the
area. Fear of anti-Catholic sentiment, however, forced the parish to
purchase nearly all of its property through third parties.73
Instead of being cowed by nativist attacks, Catholics directly
countered these charges with examples of their positive contributions
to Chicago and America. Catholics even turned the construction of
churches into demonstrations of Catholic power. Dedications became
major ca~ses for celebration in the Catholic community. People turned
out by the thousands to watch the ceremonies and parades and hear
speeches. Although these new Catholic churches and schools did not
directly assuage all fears, some Protestants reluctantly admitted that
they made the Catholic community more responsible and improved
and stabilized neighborhoods.74
Like the Philadelphia Irish, Chicago Catholics began to respond to
the question "Where are you from?" with the name of a parish instead
of a street address. The intimacy between neighborhood and parish
created a unique experience in urban living. William McCready has
argued that the Irish parish "is one of the most creative ways to cope
with an urban environment." He claims the Irish favor a personal
means ofconducting affairs, which they brought from the old country-
whether it be politics or religion-and that they tend to be highly
involved in local happenings. The parish satisfied this atavistic ten-
dency. As many parish-bred men and women like to point out, living
in a large city such as Chicago was not alienating or intimidating.
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Big-city living, focused around parishes, was actually more of a small-
town affair.75
By the twentieth century the Chicago Irish had created a well-or-
ganized community based on a parish system. Since their beginning
days at the canal terminus in Bridgeport and the founding of St.
Bridget's parish in 1848, the Irish had gradually expanded their
network of parishes through the working-class neighborhoods of
Bridgeport, Canaryville, and Back of the Yards, and into the middle-
class neighborhoods of Englewood, Hyde Park, South Shore, and
Beverly Hills. The desire for better housing, open spaces, and a
respectable position in the larger community were the primary
motives for the Irish southward migration. The parish provided
stability for the Irish, but it was always a very fluid place. As people
moved from one parish to another, they could remain within a
familiar structure. The system of territorial parishes, therefore, did
not inhibit geographic mobility for the Irish as national parishes did
for other ethnic groups. .
In the 1890s, even Martin J. Dooley, Finley Peter Dunne's creation,
began commenting on the movement ofthe Irish population in Bridge-
port. By this time many children of Famine immigrants, those "born
away from home" according to Mr. Dooley, were in a position to move
beyond their working-class roots into better neighborhoods. At the
same time, more recent immigrants from other parts ofEurope began to
move into Bridgeport. Mr. Dooley lamented, "'There was a time when
Archey Road was purely Irish. But the Huns, turned back from the
Adriatic and the stockyards and overrunningArchey Road, have nearly
exhausted the original population-not driven them out as they drove
out less vigorous races, with thick clubs and short spears, but edged
them out with the biting weapons ofmodern civilization-overworked
and under-eaten them into more languid surroundings remote from
the tanks of the gashouse and the blast furnace of the rolling mill.' "76
The surest sign of" 'Change an' decay'" for Mr. Dooley was the
appointment of a " 'Polacker on th' r-red bridge.' " Bridge-tending was
a patronage job traditionally held by an Irishman, and this particular
bridge was gateway to the South Side, where the Irish staked out their
turf.77
Besides being pushed from their old neighborhoods by ethnic
succession, the Irish, Mr. Dooley also noted, were hounded by a strong
need for the approval of mainstream American society.78 Many of his
characters, particularly the young, were anxious to acquire middle-
class values and mores. Educated children became ashamed of their
working-class parents. Mr. Dooley noted that they ridiculed the "Come
All Yous" ballads of Irish taverns and suggested that they acquire a
taste for the piano pieces of"Choochooski."79
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James T. Farrell was particularly sensitive to this theme. His
Washington Park novels ofStuds Lonigan and Danny O'Neill tell the
story of the Irish pursuit of the middle-class dream. This quest de-
manded a migratory lifestyle offrequent moves from one apartment to
another to reflect the family's improved economic status. The parish,
though, remained central in the lives of Farrell's fictional characters.
Their Irish identity, Farrell felt, was sacrificed in the process.so
For the Chicago Irish the flight from old neighborhoods was also
prompted by the influx ofblacks to the South Side after World War I.
War jobs attracted thousands of Southern blacks anxious to leave
behind Jim Crow laws and a depressed agricultural economy. Many
traveled to the Land ofLincoln on the Illinois Central railroad, whose
depot deposited them on the South Side. White flight and racial hatred
haunted Farrell's' novels. Both his principal fictional families, the
O'Neills and the Flahertys, kept moving southward to stay ahead of
the creeping black belt.S!
It was from this historical setting that St. Sabina's emerged as a
vital Irish-American parish in the twentieth century. The parish
community of St. Sabina's was at once the product of Irish America's
search for community, identity, and respectability. It was also the
outgrowth ofthe city ofChicago's rapidly expanding South Side, whose
industries demanded the labor of a culturally and racially diverse
population. The parish represented both continuity and change. The
Irish who founded St. Sabina's sought a middle-class lifestyle, but
within the context of the parish communities in which they grew up.
The cultural and racial diversity of the South Side was a reality ofthe
world of work, whereas the solidarity and security of the parish
community was a reality of the neighborhood. The Irish of St.
Sabina's, like thousands of Catholics in other communities across
urban America, sought to be part of the larger city while remaining
within the security of a smaller, more homogeneous community. The
story of St. Sabina's struggle to reconcile the tension between the
demands of faith, community, and polity is one episode in a poignant
and painful chapter in Irish-American history. It is at once the story
of a unique community and an all too familiar incident in urban
development. It is the story of one parish, and the lesson of many.
2 __
St. Sabina: A Parish
Founded on a Prairie
St. Sabina's began" 'on a prairie, with a few families and lots of
mud,'" recalled the founding pastor, Rev. Thomas Egan.1 On July 3,
1916, Egan, then assistant at St. Mary's in Evanston, received orders
from Chicago's new Archbishop, George W. Mundelein, to establish the
parish in the southwest community of Auburn-Gresham.2 Like many
parishes established in America, St. Sabina's had a humble beginning.
Egan said his first mass on July 9th in a storefront at 7915 S. Ashland
Avenue "on a borrowed table in a rented room" for two hundred
parishioners.8 The altar made its way by horse and wagon along
unpaved roads from St. Leo's Church just to the east at 78th and
Emerald Avenue. Old-time residents recalled losing their rubbers in
the mud going to the first services.4 With such a modest beginning, few
would have predicted that St. Sabina's would become one oftIle largest
parishes in Chicago and a "beehive ofactivity" on the Soutll\Vest Side.
The low, flat, swampy land ofAuburn-Gresham was located in the
southeast section of the Town of Lake, which was incorporated into
Chicago in 1889. Its first settlers were German and Dutch truck
farmers. When the Chicago, Western Indiana, and Pacific lines, along
with the Rock Island, were laid in the mid-nineteenth century, Irish
railroad workers came to the area.5 By 1885 the Catholic population
had grown enough to warrant the establishment of St. Leo the Great
parish. The Columbian Exposition in 1893 encouraged further devel-
opment of the South Side through the extension and improvement of
city services to the area. In 1890 the horsecar line along Vincennes
Avenue was extended to 79th Street and then along 79th to Halsted
Street. This improvement in transportation truly began the develop-
ment ofeastern Auburn-Gresham.6 The population grew, and between
1913 and 1918, the city extended the streetcar lines on Halsted to 119th
Street and the cars on Racine and Ashland Avenues to 87th Street.
The 79th Street car ran from Lake Michigan to Western Avenue. With
the city more accessible, the western section of Auburn-Gresham
became more appealing to prospective homesteaders. Catholics who
settled on this western fringe were forced to travel long distances to
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attend Sunday mass at St. Leo's. It became clear to the Archdiocese
that more parishes were needed to serve the expanding population.7
When Mundelein assumed command of the Chicago Archdiocese
in 1916, he devised a plan to put an end to the haphazard and poorly
managed process ofparish establishment and church construction. To
improve financial accountability and responsibility as well as to in-
crease his control over the Archdiocese, Mundelein put all decisions for
building construction in the chancery office. This office then worked
with a Board ofConsultors, composed ofprominent pastors. Sensitive
to the ethnic issues involved in parish formation, Mundelein gave the
board a "balanced ticket." Of the five to six consultors, three were
"unofficial" ethnic seats. They were generally given to Polish, German,
and Bohemian delegates, with the latter representing the other East-
ern European groups. These consultors tried to plan in a more rational
manner where and when new parishes would be established to avoid
the premature commitment of funds before there was adequate sup-
port for a new building venture. They consulted the records of city
utilities to identify growing areas in need of a church.s
While St. Sabina's was formed only five months after Mundelein's
arrival in Chicago, it seems to have been established according to this
type of procedure rather than as a result of a formal petition of
Catholics in the area. All obvious indicators for population growth,
such as the expansion of city services and real estate development,
were evident. The distances an increasing number of St. Leo's parish-
ioners had to travel to attend services also confirmed the need for new
parishes in the area. At the same time he organized St. Sabina's,
Mundelein also called for the establishment of St. Justin Martyr at
71st and Honore Street and St. Dorothy's at 78th and Vernon Avenue.9
Mundelein's new method put to an end for good the trustee system
that thrived in the nineteenth century. This system had thwarted
clerical authority on parish ownership, government, and the hiring and
firing of pastors. In Europe, parish government was firmly placed in
the hands ofthe clergy. In the United States, however, the democratic
spirit of the young republic proved hard to resist. The Church adopted
the trustee system, which meant that the laity controlled the parish
government and selection of pastors. Church leaders had even advo-
cated the use of English instead of Latin in Catholic services in the
late eighteenth century. Clearly the early Catholic American church
was ahead of its counterpart in Europe in experimenting with a
democratically structured church.10
When the Irish came to America, the trustee system was widely
accepted throughout the country. While certainly willing to participate
in this freer arrangement, the Irish were more used to deferring to the
clergy on church affairs. Their involvement in parish organization was
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usually limited to petitioning bishops for priests, unlike the Germans,
who bought land, built churches, and recruited priests themselves.
Since the English-speaking Irish participated in politics, labor organi-
zations, and other associations that were beyond the control of the
church hierarchy, it was less of an issue for them to acquiesce to the
clergy on parish issues than it was for other ethnic groups, who were
more confined to their parishes.11
As the Church became more institutionalized with the arrival of
more immigrants and as more clergy became available, clerical control
over parish government increased. Priests began initiating and organ-
izing parishes. "Brick and mortar" pastors became the most highly
regarded priests because they built parish complexes of church, rec-
tory, school, and convent. By the end of the nineteenth and into the
twentieth century pastors were also staying on longer in their parishes,
which added to their prestige and authority. The pastors' increased
authority eclipsed lay dominance.12
Opposition by bishops and priests, however, dealt trusteeism its
final blow. Conflict over church property ownership and the"appointing
and dismissing of clergy were constant sources of tension between the
hierarchy and the people. Here is where Irish dominance in the
hierarchy shaped the American Church. By the turn of the century
English-speaking parishes were more firmly under the direction ofthe
clergy, and deference by the laity was t4e norm. National parishes
stayed with lay initiative and control a bit longer.13
In Chicago, Archbishop James Quigley, who presided over the
Archdiocese from 1903 to 1915, tried to make parish formation more
orderly. With large numbers of immigrants pouring into the city and
older ethnic groups moving to the city's periphery, Quigley set a goal
to have a parish for every square mile. He did not, however, hinder the
formation of national parishes.14 Mundelein clearly was taking the
Church into a new era oforganization, ofwhich St. Sabina's was a part.
Through the efforts of real estate developers and because of its
accessibility to transportation, Auburn-Gresham became an attractive
area for families looking to escape older and more crowded sections of
the city.15 St. Sabina's early parishioners were generally the offspring
of the Irish who had settled in working-class neighborhoods in Bridge-
port, Canaryville, and Back of the Yards. As Table 1 indicates, many
were baptized in the Irish parishes of St. Gabriel's, Nativity of Our
Lord, All Saints, St. Bridget's, St. David's, and St. Rose ofLima. These
parishes were founded in the nineteenth century, usually through the
initiative of the laity. Visitation parish also gave many of its progeny
to St. Sabina. Positioned on Garfield Boulevard and Peoria, the parish
straddled working-class Back ofthe Yards and middle-class Englewood
and reflected within its borders the economic mobility of the Irish.
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Table 1. Top' Twenty-five Churches ofBaptism of Persons Married at
St. Sabina's, 1916-1941.
Parish Nationality Date Est. No. Baptized %
Visitation Irish 1886 140 0
St. Gabriel Irish 1880 121 8
Nativity of Our Lord Irish 1868 85 6
Ireland 85 6
St. Brendan Irish 1904 79 5
St. Leo Irish 1885 65 4
St. Cecilia Irish 1885 65 4
All Saints Irish 1875 51 3
St. Anne Irish 1865 40 3
St. Rose of Lima Irish 1881 35 2
St. Basil Irish-German 1904 34 2
St. Bridget Irish 1850 33 2
St. Augustine German 1879 28 2
St. Anthony of Padua German 1873 25 2
St. George German 1892 24 2
St. Martin German 1886 24 2
St. John the Baptist French 1892 24 2
St. David Irish 1905 21 1
St. Bernard Irish 1887 18 1
Sacred Heart German 1894 17 1
St. Elizabeth Irish 1881 14 1
St. Patrick Irish 1846 12 1
St. John Irish 1859 12 1
Holy Angels Irish 1880 12 1
St. Agnes Irish 1878 10 1
TOTAL 1,074 73
TOTAL MARRIAGES 1,464
Sources: St. Sabina Marriage Records. For the history and nationality of these parishes
see Rev. Msgr. Harry Koenig, S.T.D., ed., The History ofthe Parishes ofthe Archdiocese
(Chicago: New World, 1980).
Note: Since Roman Catholics practice infant baptism, those baptized in these parishes
would have been recently born, establishing them 8S American-born Irish.
Some Sabina parishioners came from churches more solidly within
Englewood, such as St. Bernard's and St. Brendan's. Some of St.
Brendan's parishioners automatically became members of St. Sabi-
na's when its southern section was portioned off to form the new
parish. St. Leo's also relinquished part of its western territory to St.
Sabina's.16
Economic factors helped the Chicago Irish perpetuate and main-
tain their own community and ethnic identity. Ethnic groups seldom
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retain the exact characteristics they had when they arrived in America.
The development and persistence ofethnicity depends to a great extent
upon the economic and structural conditions of the city in which they
live and on their relationship to other groups. Rather than maintaining
constant character traits or forsaking them altogether, immigrant
groups can change and evolve ethnic identities that differ from those
they arrived with but are not those of the host society.17
St. Sabina's was able to reformulate an Irish character through
several favorable circumstances. Transportation improvements on the
South Side in the beginning of the century opened up convenient, new
housing developments. The ability of large numbers of Irish to move
to this new neighborhood in the 1920s enabled them to become the
dominant group in the parish. In addition to their religious experience,
they also shared similar and related occupations. This provided them
with common ground, which promoted group solidarity.
Many Irish police officers, firemen, and other city workers were
attracted to the area by the accessibility to the streetcars and trains
they needed to get to their jobs. IS Many Irish had also moved into the
teaching profession. In 1920 Mundelein claimed that 70 percent of
teachers in the public schools were Catholic, the majority of them
Irish.19 Many South Side Irish also worked in industrial jobs, particu-
larly in the Central Manufacturing District, one of America's earliest
industrial parks, and the Union Stockyards, which was the largest
employer in the city in 1919.20 By the time St. Sabina's was formed
many Irish had relinquished their difficult manual jobs, which re-
quired few skills, to newer immigrants and had taken jobs in the offices
of the meatpacking companies or had secured more skilled positions.
On August 5, 1922, the Chicago Daily News observed that "hundreds
ofpeople employed in the stockyards have bought homes in the Auburn
Park district within the last three years. The great bulk of traffic of
the region is along Halsted Street to the yards."21 Tables 2 and 3 show
the industries Auburn-Gresham residents were employed in and the
occupations of residents within St. Sabina's boundaries.
T. O'Rourke's family moved to the area in 1915 because of his
father's job. St. Sabina's was only a mile away from the streetcar barn
on 69th and Ashland where his father worked as a driver. O'Rourke
recalled that a large number of people in the parish worked in the
offices of the stockyards in junior management and that many were
railroad people who worked out of nearby roundhouses.22
Yet while St. Sabina's represented a step up the economic ladder
for many new residents, it was a step made possible only by sacrifice
by the entire family.23 "I think that everybody ... moved there with a
sacrifice," noted J. Kill. "They didn't have a lot. It [the parish] was made
up of ... small people-streetcarmen, policemen, firemen, city work-
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Table 2. Occupational Profile of Gainful Workers from Ten Years of
Age in Auburn-Gresham, 1930
Industry Group Male Female
Construction
Building industry 2,236 70
Independent hand trades 39 74
Other trade industries 458 98
Mineral Extraction
Clay, glass, and stone industries 121 16
Chemical and allied industries 306 104
Light Manufacturing
Textile industries 19 25
Electrical machinery and supply 269 64
Lumber and furniture industry 143 26
Shoe factory 11 2
Heavy Manufacturing
Auto factories 164 27
Blast furnace and steel mills 258 45
Rubber factory 24 7
Other iron and steel industries 107 27
Other manufacturing industries 637 169
Professional
Banking and brokerage 609 300
Insurance and real estate 559 261
Other professional and semiprofessional 676 871
Printing
Printing, publishing, engraving 518 160
Public Service
Postal service 210 12
Construction and street maintenance 90 1
Meat Industry
Slaughter and packinghouses 909 203
Other food and allied industries 173 53
Service
Laundries, cleaning and pressing shops 178 48
Domestic and personal services 334 410
Recreation and amusement 133 77
Garages, greasing stations 122 5
Auto repair shops 172 7
Transportation
Steam railroads 1,490 238
Street railroads 710 25
Other transportation and communication 344 30
cont'd
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Table 2, continued
Industry Group Male Female
Utilities
Telegraph and telephone 325 605
Wholesale-Retail
Bakeries 164 17
Clothing industries 111 86
Other 3,026 1,015
TOTAL 18,562 5,669
Source: Carrie Mae Barlow, "Auburn-Gresham: A Survey ofa Local Community" (Ph.D.
diss., University of Chicago, 1934), 45.
ers, who in those days didn't get much in the way of pay-people with
big families."24
Although many parishioners were primarily employed in techni-
cally blue collar occupations and the lower rungs of the middle class,
they generally considered themselves middle class. The newness ofthe
area, good homes, and being removed from industrial neighborhoods
no doubt contributed to their optimism. For many, Auburn-Gresham
was worlds away from their grim industrial origins. In August 1922
the Chicago Daily News described Auburn-Gresham as an ideal picture
ofrural beauty and calm.25 J. Kill recalled, "St. Sabina's was really out
in the sticks.... Moving there was like going to the country."26 "It was
a new developing area," M. Dunne recalled. "[My parents] were looking
for a less crowded area. They had lived in a four-room apartment on
58th and Peoria and it was too small for two children and parents."27
H. O'Connor's family was attracted to the neighborhood because
"it was a brand new neighborhood. . . . At that time it was very
attractive.... From our back porch you could see the hill at 87th. There
was nothing in-between."28 For many, an important feature in the new
housing development was indoor plumbing. E. Clair said, "I doubt if
there was more than one or two places [in the old neighborhood] that
had the facilities indoors, and that's what young people at that time
were trying to get away from."29
"You could play ball any place," T. O'Rourke recalled of his child-
hood experience in St. Sabina's founding years. "There were all kinds
of prairies. West of Ashland, there were all these open fields ... with
beautiful flowers. People would go walking out there.... I had a collie.
I'd take him out there to exercise him. They used to have bonfires in
the prairies and you would roast potatoes and marshmallows."3o
To most people the word "prairie" conjures up the image of the
endless, treeless sea of grass that greeted the first settlers of the
Midwest. However, "prairie" has been passed on into the urban lexicon
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Table 3. Occupations of St. Sabina Parishioners and Persons with
Irish Surnames within the Parish Boundaries, 1916-1927
Occupation Male %
High white collar 16 9
Low white collar 51 27
Blue Collar Skilled 43 23
Blue Collar Semiskilled 64 34
Unskilled 16 8
TOTAL 190
Sources: Names derived from St. Sabina Marriage Records and Chicago City Directories;
occupational categories based on those devised by Stephen Thernstrom in The Other
Bostonians: Poverty and Progress in the American Metropolis, 1880-1970 (Cambridge:
Harvard Univ. Press, 1973), Appendix B: On the Socia-Economic Ranking of Occupa-
tions.
of Chicago as any open, grass field, even just an undeveloped, grass-
covered city lot. Its continued use by St. Sabina parishioners suggests
an affinity with the pioneering spirit of settling a new area.
Between 1920 and 1930 the population ofAuburn-Gresham nearly
tripled, from 19,558 to 57,381.31 St. Sabina's membership grew just as
rapidly. By 1930 it had 1,600 families and 6,900 "souls," and by 1936
it reached 2,100 families and 7,500 "souls."32 Throughout the decade
the prairies gave up their grass and flowers to support brick bungalows
and two- and three-flats. These building styles were well-suited to
Irish-American needs and values.
The bungalow was typically a one-story urban house with perhaps
some small bedrooms in an attic-like second floor. It was designed to
appeal to an aspiring middle class that needed an inexpensive, efficient
single-familyhome. Its popularity inChicago coincided with the Catho-
lic migration out of the inner-city industrial neighborhoods. Many
designers of these homes were influenced by the 'simple-life' philoso-
phy ofthe Arts and Crafts architectural school and, to a degree, by the
Prairie School of architecture, which strove to create an environment
conducive to a happy, harmonious family life. The bungalow's kitchen
was equipped with the latest in modern conveniences, and was adver-
tised to appeal to the modem housewife who wanted a clean and
efficient workplace that the new domestic science associated with the
"good life."33
Flat apartments, which generally occupied one whole floor in a
building, were also designed with the same aim as the bungalow-to
nurture middle-class domestic life.34 T. O'Rourke confirmed the appeal
of flat buildings for many people. He said, "Many of my friends were
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tenants all the time.... [They] didn't want the responsibility oftaking
care of a yard and firing up the furnace. Other Irish did that so they
could better themselves." Flats were particularly attractive to fire
fighters, police officers, and streetcar drivers. Their odd shifts allowed
them to be home during the day to fire up the furnace and take care of
the yard. Joking about the willingness of the Irish to live as tenants,
T. O'Rourke observed, "The Slavic people wanted their own homes, but
for the Irish, it was more important to get the cemetery lot."35
The varied choice of housing in Auburn-Gresham-single-family
bungalows, flat buildings, and some apartment complexes-gave the
Irish residents the choice between owning a home, owning rental
property, or simply renting. The housing stock reflected the varied
values and economic well-being of an emerging lower-middle class.
During the prosperous years of the 1920s construction boomed in
the Sabina's area. The neighborhood began to lose its rural feel as more
and more "prairie" lots were given over to construction. Children
regretted the loss of these play lots and the streets began to take on a
more congested appearance. Of course the new construction provided
new recreational activities. "We had one great big place to play with
all this construction," one boy recalled. ''We played in the buildings....
They mixed all the concrete and plaster right on the job so we had sand
hills to play king of the hill and roll in and dig in."36
The Irish predominated in St. Sabina's. Through a combination of
economics, geography, transportation, and timing, St. Sabina parish-
ioners were provided with a solid base to reestablish a strong ethnic
character. Auburn-Gresham had an Irish stock population of 21 per-
cent, most situated in St. Leo's and St. Sabina's.37 Based on the figures
in Table 1, the parish was comprised of60 percent American-born Irish.
Although St. Sabina's was primarily composed ofAmerican-born Irish,
Irish immigrants added a colorful dimension to the neighborhood.
"They used to say that you could stand on 79th Street when the women
were out shopping and hear the brogue ofevery county in Ireland," T.
O'Rourke related. His thoughts on why the area was Irish were: "There
was no place else to move and the Irish were moving. I think that's it.
See, the Irish have always been moving. They're always going out, out,
out. And I think that was the place to go.... They thought they were
doing very well to come out there. I think it was the place to move."38
St. Sabina's did have other ethnic groups in it. After 1916, Mun-
delein limited the establishment ofnew national parishes. He believed
that perpetuating national enclaves worked against the best interests
of ethnic groups. Although he, himself, had grown up in a German
national parish on the Lower East Side of New York, Mundelein was
convinced that Americanization should be the ultimate goal ofCatholic
immigrants.39 It must be remembered that he headed the Archdiocese
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during World War I and through the 1920s when there was consider-
able pressure to be 100 percent American. Early German-American
support for the Central Powers and Irish-American insistence on an
independent Ireland at the Paris Peace Conference were convincing
reasons to fear the divisiveness of hyphenated, Catholic Americans.
Fear of foreigners still plagued American society in the 1920s.
Immigration restriction laws reduced considerably the influx of
southern and eastern Europeans, who seemed too foreign and un-
meltable.
After 1916, when ethnic groups began moving beyond old immi-
grant communities, they were forced either to travel long distances
back to their national churches or to sign-up in the territorial parishes.
Like many other new territorial parishes, St. Sabina's had its share of
Germans. Most were American born. By the twentieth century many
Germans were moving up the economic ladder just slightly ahead of
the Irish.40 Their ethnic stronghold, however, was on the North and'
Northwest sides and, therefore, they did not overwhelm South Side
Irish communities.41 The South Side Germans who settled in St.
Sabina's came from the same neighborhoods as the Irish, but from the
national parishes of St. Augustine's, St. George's, St. Martin's, Sacred
Heart, and St. Anthony of Padua (Table 1). At a distant third were
parishioners of French descent from St. John the Baptist, and behind
them were a scattering of other nationalities, such as Italians, Poles,
and Bohemians.42 An old-time parishioner commented, "There were
always French there and a few Italians. . .. I know of one Polish
family." But by and large the Sabina's community was conspicuous by
the absence ofeastern and southern European immigrants.43
The presence ofthese other nationalities, however, did not stop the
Irish from forming this parish in their own image and extending Irish
domination of the territorial parish. "They often said that the parish
assumed the nationality ofthe pastor," T. O'Rourke recalled.44 The first
three pastors of St. Sabina's, whose services spanned the years from
1916 to 1971, and many of the assistant pastors, were Irish or of Irish
descent. St. Sabina's identity as an Irish parish no doubt profited from
the clerical leadership of sons from the Emerald Isle. They, however,
were aided by their "take charge" Irish flock. T. O'Rourke said with a
twinkle in his blue Irish eyes, that the Irish acted like "they kind of
owned the place ... and other people seemed to fall in line."45 Another
former parishioner, J. Hagerty, also confirmed this Irish proclivity for
"takingover." She said, "They have a certain quality, a kind ofspiritual
imperialism within themselves. They can't be undercut ... and they'll
find a way somehow to dominate in any situation."46
Since they had virtually controlled the English-speaking parishes
in ethnic neighborhoods, it perhaps only seemed natural that their way
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was the norm and all others were to follow. Their larger numbers in
the parish no doubt also added to their advantage. However, when in
the minority, the Irish had -no qualms about setting up their own
organizations in national parishes. Our Lady of Sorrows, which was
an Italian parish, hosted a chapter ofthe Ancient Order ofHibemians,
a Ladies' Auxiliary of the Knights of Father Mathew-an Irish tem-
perance group, and the Daughters of Isabella, which was the women's
branch of the Knights of Columbus. St. John the Baptist, a French
parish, supported a branch of the American Association for the Recog-
nition of the Irish Republic. Based on a random sampling of parishes
from 1895 to 1925, there were never any other ethnic groups who had
infiltrated territorial parishes with their own organizations.47 Even the
Illinois Catholic Order of Foresters, which originated in Holy Family
parish in 1883, became the chief beneficiary society in the Archdio-
cese.48 The St. Vincent De Paul Society, a lay charitable group that was
founded in France and came to the United States through St. Louis in
1845, became the chiefphilanthropic organization in the Archdiocese.
It began in Chicago in St. Patrick's parish and was also an Irish-domi-
nated society.49 In the Church hierarchy and in the neighborhood
parishes the Irish exerted their influence and pressured others to
conform to their style of Catholicism and parish life.
Italian Americans generally were reluctant to establish their own
national parishes, but they were not necessarily anxious to join the
parishes of other nationalities. Nor did they send their children to
parochial schools in large numbers.50 J. Hagerty provided an example
of the Irish spirit dominating an Italian family in St. Sabina's. Her
father, she said, was a devoted churchgoer who frequented the mis-
sions. "He was always gathering other characters in the neighborhood
to go with him." One day he decided to persuade an Italian man to join
him. While the Italians were willingly baptized, married, and buried
in the Church, she related, they were not so consistent with everyday
devotions. Her father, however, was eventually able to get them to
become "pretty good church members." Her mother, she recalled, "had
a fit" when she learned the children of the Italian family were going to
the public school. She went to work on them and eventually per-
suaded the mother of the evils of godless education. The girls went
to St. Sabina grade school and then on to Mercy High School.51 T.
O'Rourke thought that because of the more relaxed attitude of the
Italians toward the church and their reluctance to establish their own
cemeteries, orphanages, and churches, they were content to "move
in on the Irish ... and use the Irish cemeteries ... and were satisfied
to go along."52
J. Hagerty said of other ethnic groups, "They just went along
because there wasn't any thought of changing the way the Irish were
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doing things. They were in charge."63 B. DesChatelets, who was of
French descent, agreed that "I always say that I'm Irish by association
ifnothing else."54
There is very little evidence to suggest that the German Americans
made much effort to impose a German character on the parish. One
historian has called the Irish and Germans "the two great protagonists
ofearly Catholic Chicago." With each generation, however, they found
themselves more and more drawn to each other, cooperating in several
political causes. In the 1870s the Irish and Germans joined forces
against the Sunday Closing Laws, and in 1889 they came together
again to oppose the Edwards Law, which threatened parochial schools.
In 1904 they had formed a musical and literary society that met on St.
Patrick's Day. As German nationalism began to wane in the beginning
of the twentieth century, the Germans and the Irish found more
common ground.55
When war broke out in 1914, German nationalism once again
emerged to support Germany and the Central Powers. Historian
Melvin G. Holli argues that no ethnic group was so quickly stripped of
their ethnicity as were German Americans during the war years.56
German immigrants had been very highly regarded in the nineteenth
century because of their many economic and cultural contributions to
this country. Yet, by the end of World War I, they became America's
most hated group. Once the United States had. become committed to
the Allied cause in 1917, German Americans were caught in a bind.
Their boasts of the superiority of German Kultur, which included
authoritarianism and militarism, were an affront to the democratic
cause of the United States; they were tom, too by the prospect of
fighting their fatherland. Because oftheir perceived disloyalty to their
host country, German Americans were subjected to a zealous Ameri-
canization campaign. At the vanguard of this movement were the
Slavic nationalities. They deeply resented the Germans, who histori-
cally thought themselves racially superior to the neighboring Slavs.57
By the war's end German-American ethnic, linguistic, and cultural
institutions were irreparably damaged. Many German national par-
ishes had forsaken the teaching of their language in their schools and
began using English for their services. By 1920 many German Ameri-
cans stopped claiming German as their nationality. What few rem-
nants ofGermanness remained were swept away at the onset ofWorld
War 11.68
Through these trying years, German Americans found the Irish
and their parishes more accommodating to them than Slavic-American
neighborhoods. The Irish had no special affection for John Bull either
and voiced support for the Central Powers. In August 1914 there was
some talk between the two groups of forming an American Gaelic-
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Gennanic alliance, and they held German-Irish picnics at which Eng-
land was routinely denounced.59
Irish Americans, however, had a different agenda than German
Americans when war broke out. In 1914, when the British refused to
enact a law passed by Parliament that would grant Home Rule and a
degree ofindependence for Ireland, many Irish felt betrayed by English
duplicity in its dealings with the Irish. Irish Americans thought
Britain's war aims of protecting the sovereignty of small nations and
saving democracy from German autocracy a farce. To them the conflict
was nothing more than a contest between militaristic empires. A
German victory, though, might release Ireland from John Bull's
clutches. Initially, many Irish and Irish Americans supported the
Central Powers. However, when the United States entered the war on
the side of the Allied countries in 1917, few Irish Americans had
personal conflicts with fighting Germany and most were anxious to
prove their loyalty to their adopted land. They put aside their Irish
nationalism to support the red, white, and blue and marched to the
tunes ofGeorge M. Cohan.60 The Irish embrace ofAmerican patriotism,
however, did not extend to repudiating their ties with German Ameri-
cans. The Germans, though, became "silent partners" in their marriage
with the Irish and their parishes.
The relationship of the Irish with other ethnic groups was an
important factor in ensuring St. Sabina's Irish identity. Other ethnic
groups, which had come to Chicago later than the Irish, were not in a
position to take up residence in large numbers in a middle-class
neighborhood such as Auburn-Gresham when St. Sabina's was estab-
lished. German Americans were the only ethnic group that could have
challenged Irish hegemony in the parish. However, German-American
nationalism was at an all-time low point when they settled in St.
Sabina's. Irish Americans, then, were free to set the standard for the
parish.
While the war eradicated German-American nationalism, Irish
Americans, on the other hand, had no qualms about reasserting their
Irishness after the war. Mer the Armistice on November 11, 1918
Irish-American nationalist activities were re-ignited. They were more
committed to the revolutionary movement than to the discredited
constitutional method of achieving independence for Ireland. Many
Irish in St. Sabina's were not immune to the excitement in Ireland over
the Anglo-Irish War. When, in the December 1918 British general
election, Sinn Fein triumphed over the Irish Parliamentary party and,
instead of taking their seats at Westminster, proclaimed an inde-
pendent Irish Parliament in Dublin, the Chicago Irish responded by
holding mass meetings and collecting funds for Sinn Fein. Edward F.
Dunne, former governor of Illinois and mayor of Chicago, participated
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in the American Commission on Irish Independence that went to Paris
to plead the Irish cause before the peace conference. Although unsuc-
cessful in Paris, Dunne helped launch a bond-certificate campaign for
the new Irish state. After two years of bitter fighting, the Anglo-Irish
Treaty, signed in December 1921, granted the twenty-six southern
counties dominion status. With the Free State secured, the flurry of
nationalist activities in Chicago, as elsewhere, abated, although some
Chicago Irish would continue support for the anti-treaty Irish force
that wanted an independent republic rather than dominion status.61
The St. Sabina Irish were equally strong advocates of Irish inde-
pendence. In January 1920 the pastor, Father Egan, appeared as a
guest speaker for the Friends of Irish Freedom at St. Anne's Church
hall. He, himself, had recently traveled through Ireland "where he
made a thorough study of existing conditions" and tried to clarify
misleading and inaccurate accounts of the Anglo-Irish War.62 Follow-
ing this speaking engagement, St. Sabina's formed its own branch of
the Friends of Irish Freedom and appointed a committee to assist the
Irish bond drive.63 By February 13,1920 they were holding what was
described as "an enthusiastic meeting of the St. Sabina branch of the
Friends of Irish Freedom in Auburn Park Hal!." Irish music, oratory,
and dancing were featured along with solicitation of subscriptions for
the Irish loan.64
The St. Sabina branch also sponsored a slide lecture on the "Re-
bellion in Ireland" given by Rev. Hugh P. Smyth ofEvanston on March
16. The Rev. Smyth had also visited Ireland for ten weeks and brought
back a series ofpictures ofthe subject.65 It was advertised in The New
World as an " 'Exclusive Showing': A most vivid and moving picture of
the most discussed subject in the world."66 The Rev. Smith's talk was
"to settle conclusively the exact nature ofthe means being used for and
against the advancement of the Irish cause."67
T. O'Rourke, whose parents were from the Old Country, recalled
that during those years his "mother couldn't wait to get the Tribune in
the morning.... She'd read it and then call somebody else who got the
old Examiner and see what they were saying about it [the Irish cause].
If the old Examiner was more favorable to the Irish, she'd think that
maybe we should change papers." He also remembered the bond sales.
His mother and father would purchase them at the nearby undertaking
establishment. Many of the Dominican Sisters in the parish school
were also pro-Irish according to O'Rourke. When Mary MacSwiney, the
sister ofTerence MacSwiney the Irish hunger-striker, came to Chicago
for a speaking engagement, many ofthe nuns went to see her. O'Rourke
recalled that on the next day his teacher wore a badge urging the
support of MacSwiney.68
Irish history had been a part of the curriculum in the early years
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ofSt. Sabina schoo1.69 Irish history courses had been nonexistent in the
English-speaking, territorial parishes that the Irish dominated in the
nineteenth century. By 1904 the Ancient Order of Hibernians lobbied
to have them introduced in Irish schools. These courses, though, tended
to emphasize Catholic aspects of Irish history, particularly the early
medieval Celtic Renaissance, rather than modern Irish history. These
courses did little to develop a sense of historical continuity for the
diasporic Irish, particularly for those beyond the first generation.
American-born Irish might have been able to build a stronger sense of
identity if they had had a better understanding of the forces that
brought them to the United States and Chicago than they had of their
misty Celtic past.70 By the mid-1920s St. Sabina's dropped Irish history
from its curriculum. However, its early offering of Irish history indi-
cates a quest for some sort of Irish identity.
Religion and a Catholic identity, however, were the more impor-
tant components to the identity of St. Sabina parishioners. They were
keenly aware ofthe strength and support they derived from the parish.
Although they talked of their Irish nationality, it was the parish that
would forge a more vital identity for Irish Americans and would create
a new ethnicity.
3------------_
"I'm from Sabina's,"
1916 to 1941
"'Chicago has the best Catholics,'" Rev. Cornelius Hagerty, a Holy
Cross priest from the University of Notre Dame, used to quip on his
visits to his family in St. Sabina parish. " 'They11 even wave to you
from the back of a paddy wagon.' "IOn another occasion he remarked
to Father Egan, " 'I have heard that in country districts in Ireland a
priest can hear confession all afternoon and never encounter a mortal
sin.' " The native of County Tipperary defended his parishioners say-
ing, "'A priest can hear confession right in Sabina's Church in the
midst of all the wickedness ofChicago, and find many people who live
innocent, holy lives without coming close to mortal sin.' "2 Relaxed and
secure in post-World War I America, Catholics could now begin to
laugh at themselves. Yet the Catholic community of the local parish
remained a central and sheltering feature in their lives.
From its inception St. Sabina's reflected the coming of age of the
Catholic Church in America and the Irish in Chicago. By the 1920s the
Catholic population in the United States had grown to an estimated
twenty million. With restrictions placed on immigration during this
decade, the Catholic Church in America was able to move beyond its
immigrant identity and mission. Its energies could now be directed
toward the reorganization and consolidation ofits internal affairs and
it could begin the process ofredefining its religious, social, and cultural
place in the United States.
During this period ofself-analysis, Catholic intellectuals strove to
demonstrate the compatibility of American and Catholic traditions.
Compared to mainstream intellectuals suffering from post-war disil-
lusionment, Catholic thinkers began to see Catholicism, with its hu-
manistic and "totality" view ofm,an, as the true inheritor and champion
of the American values and ideals of optimism, progress, democracy,
and man's reasoning powers. Catholic isolation in the previous century
proved to be a blessing in disguise, for now American Catholicism
remained untainted by the moral miasma afflicting the new age.
Catholicism would be the savior ofAmerica.3
At this juncture Catholic bishops sought to make Catholicism a
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force to be reckoned with in American society and confidently asserted
themselves into local and national politics. They reorganized and
centralized church administration and solidified their episcopal
authority and control over the clergy and laity. They built on a grand
scale more churches, schools, hospitals, and convents to boldly pro-
claim Catholic presence in American cities. These new-style bishops
also assumed an aristocratic or "triumphal" style of leadership as a
way to demonstrate the stateliness and grandeur of Roman Catholi-
cism.4
Cardinal Mundelein became a leader of this new breed of bishops.
He modernized the business administration of the Chicago Archdio-
cese, expanded its physical plant, and provided ostentatious displays
of Catholic ritual. In 1926 he hosted the International Eucharistic
Congress, which held an open-air mass in Soldier Field for 150,000
faithful. He cultivated a close relationship with Franklin D. Roosevelt
during the New Deal years. During his reign, Mundelein was consid-
ered to be the most liberal and influential bishop in the American
Catholic hierarchy. His high profile and grand leadership injected
self-confidence and pride in Catholics in Chicago and across the coun-
try.5
In bringing Catholicism into the forefront of American society,
Mundelein and his ecclesiastical colleagues were supported by a grow-
ing American-born, Catholic middle class. By the 1920s these children
and grandchildren ofimmigrants, led by the Irish and Germans, began
migrating out of central city and ethnic neighborhoods into new mid-
dle-class communities. In Chicago this near mass movement prompted
many real estate developers to advertise for the first time in the
diocesan paper, The New World. 6 These American Catholics looked to
their leaders to carve out a new and respected identity that suited their
new economic status.7
St. Sabina's first parishioners were among this new generation of
American-born Catholics who left working-class ethnic communities
for greener pastures. They exuded the growing confidence of Catholic
Americans yet carefully nurtured their identity in a parish community
setting. St. Sabina's experience provides a window into the character
ofAmerican Catholicism and Irish America at the parish level during
this optimistic era.
To start a new parish was no small undertaking, but .the early
members of St. Sabina's enthusiastically embraced the challenge.
Father Egan wasted no time in acquiring property at 78th and Throop
Street for a parish complex. On December 8, 1916, the Feast of the
Immaculate Conception, ground was broken to begin the construction
ofSabina's first permanent parish structure, a combination school and
church. According to the archdiocesan requirements, the school re-
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ceived top priority. A severe winter, however, delayed the blessing of
the cornerstone until May 13, 1917. On September 10, 1917 St. Sabina
parochial school opened. It was staffed by the Sisters ofthe Third Order
ofSt. Dominic ofSinsinawa, Wisconsin. In October the first mass was
said in the auditorium. By May of the following year Archbishop
Mundelein was called to officiate at the dedication of the building. In
1922 two more floors were added to the school to accommodate the
growing number ofpupils and the third floor was used as a temporary
rectory. In 1924 a new convent was built at 1207 W. 78th Street for the
sisters, who previously lived at St. Brendan's convent and then in a
house at 79th and Elizabeth. In 1925 the foundation was laid for a
permanent church and its basement was completed and used for
services. By 1928 all ofthe $540,000 debt for these buildings was paid.8
The main source of revenue came from Sunday and holy day
collections, with a considerable share coming from pew collections at
the entrance ofthe church. The pew money at St. Sabina's was actually
a seat collection-parishioners were expected to drop a nickel in a box
upon entering the church. Pew rental, on the other hand, which was
somewhat common in the nineteenth century, allowed families to rent
and occupy specific pews, usually at the front of the church. Only the
wealthier members ofthe congregation could afford rented seats. Poor
Catholics often felt that this practice was undemocratic.9 Many of the
churches St. Sabina parishioners came from had a pew rental system.
From 1900 to 1920, however, many parishes began to adopt seat money
instead. The amount of revenue collected for seat money compared to
pew rental varied from parish to parish. Because of this some moved
more eagerly toward the more equitable arrangement, while others
relied on rentals.10
As Table 4 shows, during St. Sabina's early years seat money
equaled the basket collection. Toward the end ofthe 1920s seat money,
while increasing as the parish did, began to fall more and more behind
the general collection. By 1953 it was discontinued. The shift from pew
rental to seat money can perhaps be seen as an egalitarian move,
whereas the discontinuance ofseat money implied that such a practice
was no longer necessary for a prosperous parish; not expecting people
to make a donation upon entering church was perhaps more decorous
for an aspiring middle class.
Carnivals were an important source of income for the building
fund. They were held annually from 1916 to 1928. They proved to be
very lucrative operations. In one year the festival grossed $26,700.11
M. Dunne recalled, "The carnivals were outstanding. . . . People
worked very hard for those. That was one ofthe big sources ofrevenue
for the building fund.... An awful lot ofpeople did pitch in to provide
the wherewithal for them to do the building and maintain it."12
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Table 4. St. Sabina Revenue Collections, 1916-1960
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Year
1916
1920
1924
1928
1932
1936
1940
1944
1948
1952
1956
1960
Seat Money
873
6727
11,906
19,766
17,772
20,428
19,689
22,283
28,589
25,009
Sunday and Holy Day
600
6,169
11,234
51,884
43,722
45,185
42,248
58,919
77,879
105,807
179,178
239,842
CarnivaVBazaar
2,055
15,000
26,770
11,234
14,327
Source: St. Sabina Annual Reports.
Like parades in the nineteenth century, carnivals in this period
were bold announcements to the neighborhood and the city ofCatholic
power and presence. St. Sabina's week-long event was opened by a
parade featuring 186 vehicles and floats. Capacity crowds packed the
sixteen booths and concession stands. Each night of the carnival,
according to The New World, "surpassed the preceding in successful
achievement."13
The parade and carnival even seemed to interest local Protestants.
T. O'Rourke told of how some reacted to all this fanfare. "Next door to
us ... there was an Erikson ... and to open a carnival, they'd have a
parade. Well, we didn't have a car in those days. But Erikson would
drive us in his touring car with the top down and he'd be yelling 'St.
Sabina always on the top!' in his Swedish accent. He got a big kick out
of it.... They couldn't beat us so they joined US."14
Parishioners took great pride in the attention their social events
received in the neighborhood. In the early years of the parish, St.
Sabina's Social Club held Friday night parties sponsored by a different
street in the parish each week. In April 1920, after the Lenten season,
The New Word reported: "The Friday night parties are again being
held with their usual success. The number and value of the favors
each street secures has attracted many outsiders and has given
these parties an enviable reputation."15 Catholics dominated the
social scene in Auburn-Gresham and seemed to think their way of
life was the most desirable. T. O'Rourke claimed, "We thought we
had everything!"16
Local Protestants, though, did not seem particularly threatened by
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Catholics. Some even sent their children to St. Sabina school before
the local public school was completed. T. O'Rourke said that "Cook
School [public] was portable ... and some fathers and mothers
wouldn't send their children to the portables ... so some non-Catholics
went to St. Sabina's."17
However, Protestant aversion to Catholicism still subtly influ-
enced Catholic attachment to the parish, but not in the same way it
shaped parish building in the 1880s and 1890s. St. Sabina's was
established in a new real estate development that had previously been
farmland. There was no well-established Anglo-Protestant community
in this area as there had been in Englewood. Table 5 provides a
breakdown ofAuburn-Gresham by religious affiliation.
The five Catholic parishes comprised 25,800 members or 44 per-
cent of the population of Auburn-Gresham, which was 58,546.18 Al-
though numerically a minority in the area, Catholics were the largest
single religious group in the neighborhood. The number of churches
that could definitely be identified as Anglo-Protestant congregations
was quite small. The Protestant congregations mostly represented
non-Anglo immigrants. Church of Peace, which was the largest Prot-
estant assembly, was Swedish Lutheran. In addition, most non-Catho-
lics who settled in St. Sabina's boundaries came from working-class
districts that had large numbers of Catholics. Many would not have
had the same immediate historical experience of opposition to their
presence in a middle-class neighborhood as the Irish who settled in
Englewood in the previous century. T. O'Rourke claimed part of the
reason Catholics were accepted in the area without opposition was
because "they came so fast."19
Although not a majority in Auburn-Gresham, this large Catholic
"block" made them seem to be larger than they were. "The area was
heavily Catholic," claimed J. Hagerty. "When we moved there, the only
Protestant lived next door to us. There weren't too many of them....
There were only a few Jews, who were the storekeepers along 79th
Street."20
After the Irish and the Germans, the Swedes composed the next
largest immigrant group in the area.21 St. Sabina residents remem-
bered them for their labor in building the homes in the area. "They use
to say the Swedish people had built the houses and the Irish bought
them," related M. Dunne.22 "There were a lot ofSwedish people in the
neighborhood," said T. O'Rourke. "Of course, they weren't Catholics.
They weren't in the parish."23 Residents of St. Sabina's reported
friendly relations with the Lutheran Swedes. J. Hagerty said, "I came
in the house one day and I said to my mother, 'These boys say they're
Lutheran. What is a Lutheran?' And she said, 'Oh, that only means
that they go to a different church than we do.' But she said they were
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Table 5. Churches in Auburn-Gresham, 1934.
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Name
Catholic
St. Leo
St. Sabina
Little Flower
St. Ethelreda
St. Kilian
TOTAL
Lutheran
Trinity Evangelical Lutheran
German Lutheran
Faith Evang. Luthern
Mt. Zion Lutheran
St. Matthew Lutheran
Church of Peace
TOTAL
Methodist
Gresham Methodist
Calvary methodist Episcopal
Swedish Methodist
TOTAL
Episcopal
Bethany Methodist Episcopal
Annunciation
TOTAL
Other
Brainerd Community
Seventh Presbyterian
Foster Park Baptist
Hope Reformed
TOTAL
Date Organized
1886
1916
1925
1926
1905
1934
1887
1914
1914
1911
1886
1882
1915
1914
1927
1886
1893
1884
1928
NA
Membership
8,600 persons
7,000 persons
5,000 persons
1,600 persons
3,600 persons
25,800 persons
330 persons
400 persons
450 persons
318 persons
NA
1,400 families
1,498 persons
1,400 families
350 persons
1,000 persons
350 persons
1,700 persons
75 persons
218 persons
293 persons
230 persons
350 persons
450 persons
NA
1,030 persons
Sources: Carrie Mae Barlow, "Auburn-Gresham: A Survey ofa Local Community" (Ph.D.
diss., University of Chicago, 1934), 28; Parish Annual Reports, 1934, Archdiocese of
Chicago Archives.
Note: Roman Catholic parishes count all baptized persons, which would include infants.
Protestant congregations generally count adults.
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nice boys and I could play with them.... We got along fine."24 Others
reported the same congenial relations and an absence of tension.
"Although we lived at 79th and Aberdeen," said H. O'Connor, "80th
and Aberdeen was Swedish turf. Quite a few Swedish people lived on
our block. There was never animosity or anything between the Swedish
people and the Irish."25
Although there seemed to be an absence of ethnic or religious
hostility, residents ofAuburn-Gresham still segregated themselves to
a certain degree. There was a tendency of different religious and
nationality groups to cluster together in certain sectors of the neigh-
borhood. The census tract areas of903 and 908 (See Map 2), which St.
Leo's and St. Sabina's were in, had the highest concentration of
immigrants from the Irish Free State. The highest proportion of
Swedes were found in areas 904, 907, and 906 and the lowest in 908
and 909. Germans were greatest in 909 and 910, near many of their
churches, and least in 905 and 908.26
Like their nineteenth-century counterparts, the Irish in St.
Sabina's liked to live close to the church.27 The nearer to the church
one lived, the fewer Protestant people they claimed they knew. J. Kill
facetiously said, "We lived directly across from the main church so that
on Sunday, we didn't have to go to church. We just opened our windows
and heard mass.... It [the neighborhood] was so Catholic that on our
block, on Throop Street, there were no Protestants. I do not honestly
know a Protestant from the area. That's how Catholic it was."28 M.
Dunne could not recall any Protestants on her block.29 T. O'Rourke,
who lived three blocks west ofSt. Sabina's, reported that his street was
approximately 90 percent Catholic.30
Because of their greater numbers and the separate institutional
life of church and school, the Catholics in the neighborhood, for the
most part, did not associate with others not in their circle. The simple
fact that the children in the neighborhood attended different schools
largely determined who their playmates were. J. Hagerty stated that,
"You just were separate. You didn't go to the public school and your
associations with Protestant families were kind of just civil and
strange. But they were good neighbors."31 J. Kill commented, "You did
grow up with the idea that mixed marriages were supposed to' be bad.
Therefore, you just stayed with Catholics and associated with Catho-
lics.... Protestants were like 'over there.' "32
While there was institutional and psychological separation, the
relationship between Protestants and Catholics was a bit more com-
plex. Table 6 on marriages shows that only 11.7 percent of Catholics
entering matrimony between 1921 and 1940 married non-Catholics.
St. Sabina's mixed marriage rate was similar to that ofother territorial
parishes. From a random sample of territorial parishes, Catholics in
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Table 6. Marriages in St. Sabina Parish, 1921-1940.
Number Number % Marrying
within outside Total outside
Year Faith Faith Marriages Faith
1921 26 7 33 21
1925 92 12 104 12
1929 90 18 108 17
1933 94 7 101 07
1937 106 20 126 16
1940 208 17 225 8
TOTAL 616 81 697 12
Source: St. Sabina Annual Reports.
Table 7. Marriages in Territorial Parishes, 1900-1930.
Number Number % Marrying
within outside Total outside
Year Faith Faith Marriages Faith
1900 512 52 564 9
1905 770 69 839 8
1910 830 102 932 11
1915 910 96 1,006 10
1920 878 101 979 10
1925 710 85 795 11
1930 544 80 624 13
TOTAL 5,154 585 5,739 10
Sources: Annual Reports from random sample of territorial parishes.
1900 were marrying non-Catholics approximately at a rate of nine
percent (Table 7). By 1920 it was ten percent, and by 1930 the mixed
marriage rate was 12.8 percent. While these percentages are not
insignificant and show some increase, Chicago's Catholic community
was primarily a self-contained system.
Although they did not come into direct conflict with Protestant
nativists, hostility and resentment toward themselves still haunted
Catholics in the parish. "There were a lot of tentacles of [discrimina-
tion] that reached everywhere," J. Hagerty recalled. "A lot ofpeople in
the parish used to say that you had to be a Mason to get ahead [in some
businesses] and they were accusing the Swift people at the stockyards
ofbeing Masons. You couldn't get promoted unless you were a Mason.
[My brother-in-law] ran into that at the Edison Company."33 W. Hogan
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remembered signs along Ashland Avenue where the meatpacking
companies displayed help wanted signs that read "Men Wanted, No
Irish and Catholics Need Apply."34
The 1920s were especially difficult for Protestant-Catholic rela-
tions in Chicago and across the country. The United States was now
an urban society with the majority of its citizens living in cities and
towns. Since immigrants, especially Catholics and Jews, concentrated
in northern urban areas, the growing dominance of their strongholds
in American life threatened traditional rural Protestant America. The
Ku Klux Klan had revitalized its attacks not only against blacks in the
South, but also on the Catholic Church. This revival of anti-Catholic
sentiment played a prominent role in the presidential campaign ofthe
Irish-American Democratic candidate, Al Smith, in 1928. These events
had an important impact on American Catholicism.
Although traditionally associatedwith Southernwhite supremacy,
after World War I the Ku Klux Klan emerged as a national movement
to champion 'Americanism' and preserve Protestant Christian values.
The new Ku Klux Klan was more in keeping with the nativist tradition
of the Know Nothing Party of the 1850s and the American Protective
Association of the 1890s. Its enemies were Catholicism, integration,
Judaism, immigration, and internationalism.3& Between .1920 and
1926 the lOan accumulated over two million members, one-third of
whom came from the Midwest. Thirteen of the country's fifty largest
cities were in this region. Many of them teemed with immigrant
groups, which made Anglo residents with nativist sentiments easy
prey for Klan recruiters.36
Chicago seemed an unlikely place for the lOan to make much
headway considering its large ethnic population. Chicagoans who fit
the description ofadult, white, native-born, Protestant male made up
only 15 percent ofthe city's population in 1923. Yet there were as many
as 40,000 to 80,000 Klansmen in the city. The first chapters to organize
in Illinois were on the South Side ofChicago in Englewood, Woodlawn,
and Kenwood. The city itself hosted more than twenty neighborhood
Klan chapters. Klan recruits were generally low-level, white-collar
workers, small businessmen, and semi-skilled laborers. It was this
class that feared the increasing competition of the emerging Catholic
middle class and the growing black belt.37 Those who had not yet
reconciled themselves to Chicago's diversity turned to the Klan.
The Ku Klux lOan's rise in Chicago was more an indication of an
insecure and defensive Anglo-Protestant community on the retreat in
the city.sS The Catholic numbers in Chicago had grown dramatically
in the beginning of the twentieth century to an estimated 40 percent
of the total city population. Through their numbers and their move-
ment into the middle class, Catholics were now able to challenge
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Protestant hegemony in the city.39 Numbers and aggressive leadership
made' Roman Catholicism the most visible and, to a large extent, the
most dominant religious tradition in post-World War I Chicago.4o
When the Klan decided to infiltrate Chicago, they failed to reckon
with determined Catholic opposition. In 1922 Catholic priests and
laymen formed the American Unity League (AUL) to destroy the Klan
in the city and across the nation. Their weapon was a weekly newspa-
per called Tolerance. The strength of the Klan had depended on
maintaining the secrecy of its members. Through various means,
Tolerance obtained the names and business addresses of Klansmen
and published them. As new names were exposed week after week, fear
spread throughout the Chicago order and sapped its vitality. After
1924 Klan membership rapidly declined because of Tolerance's ex-
poses. In the process of vanquishing its enemies, however, Tolerance
was subjected to numerous lawsuits filed against it for libel. By
mid-1924 the AUL was bankrupt and ceased to publish its paper.
However, it had done its job and by 1928 the Ku Klux Klan was defunct
in the city.41
Former St. Sabina parishioners recalled the Ku Klux Klan cam-
paign in Chicago and the paper, Tolerance. T. O'Rourke remembered
it being sold outside the church. "I remember one Sunday it came out
and whose name was listed there but William Wrigley, the chewing
gum family. He was a member. Well, we boycotted Wrigley Gum from
then on. People were all excited about it. He had his factory at 35th
and Ashland. It was upsetting for the people who worked there."42
William Wrigley, Jr., however, publicly denied that he belonged to
the Klan and filed a $50,000 lawsuit against the AUL, and offered the
same amount ofmoney to any charitable organization that could prove
he had signed an application with the Ku Klux Klan. Within a month
a Klansmen came forward and admitted that Wrigley's application to
the Klan was a forgery.43 The interest of St. Sabina parishioners in
Tolerance and the Klan's activities and the distress they felt by the
appearance of Wrigley's name in the paper, show that they were s~ill
sensitive to and defensive about the status oftheir religion in American
society.
Once the Klan was defeated another blow struck Catholics across
the nation. In 1928 the Democratic nominee, Alfred E. Smith, lost the
race for the presidency by a large margin to Herbert Hoover. Smith's
Catholicism, along with ot~er controversial issues he supported, of-
fended Anglo Americans who feared the immigrant hordes in the dirty,
corrupt cities of the North that made up the Democratic candidate's
constituency. Catholics across the nation were stunned and hurt by the
anti-Catholic insults hurled at Smith.
St. Sabina parishioners were no exception (Table 8). Smith carried
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Table 8. Election Returns in St. Sabina Precincts, 1928
Herbert
AI Smith % Hoover % Total
18th Ward Precincts
33 263 59 183 41 449
34 288 56. 219 43 512
35 265 52 239 47 505
TOTAL PRECINCTS 816 56 641 44 1,457
TOTAL WARD 18,358 53 16,330 47 34,688
19th Ward Precincts
22 318 68 152 32 499
23 214 64 122 36 377
24 281 57 212 43 494
25 266 66 139 34 406
TOTAL PRECINCTS 1,079 63 625 37 1,704
TOTAL WARD 19,318 41 27,548 58 46,866
Source: Board of Elections, Presidential Election, Nov. 6, 1928, Chicago Municipal
Reference Library.
63 percent ofthe votes in nineteenth ward precincts within St. Sabina
parish. While it is difficult to precisely determine the percent of the
Catholic population in these precincts, it seems likely that Smith
captured at least 80 to 90 percent ofthe Catholic vote. Ofthe precincts
of the parish that were in the eighteenth ward, Smith won by 56
percent. However, the thirty-fourth and the thirty-fifth precincts ex-
tended westward from St. Sabina's almost to Western Avenue. These
precincts would have a sizable Swedish population, which may account
for the lower returns compared to those in the more Irish precincts.44
The majority vote in favor ofSmith in St. Sabina's precincts is even
more significant when compared to the overall vote of other wards.
Smith only carried 53 percent of the eighteenth ward, whereas he lost
the nineteenth by a margin of 17 percent. The nineteenth ward
included Beverly Hills and Morgan Park, exclusive Protestant neigh-
borhoods. Clearly, voting patterns in the area, at least for Catholics,
indicated heightened religious sentiments.45
T. O'Rourke recounted the feelings of the parish. "We were all for
him and were all disappointed. . . . I was in my second year of high
school [at Leo's, an Irish Christian Brothers' school]. The next day after
the election I overslept and was late for school. My mother had to write
a note. She said I was all tired out from the night before. So I gave it
to the brother and he looked at it and said, 'Oh, I know how you people
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feel, and how we all feel.' So it was all right to be late." Smith's defeat
left u~ feeling that "we couldn't be president; that we were just dealt
out."46 J. Hagerty recalled those years saying that people at St. Sabina's
"were 100 percent for AI Smith ... and were of course opposed to the
bigotry ... so you would certainly not be for Herbert Hoover. You'd be
for AI Smith!"47
How did members of St. Sabina's deal with these outbursts of
prejudice? J. Hagerty believed that the parish church and school played
an important role in building self-confidence to withstand the subtle
pressures of prejudice and discrimination. ''You were brought up with
the idea that you were as good as anybody else and these Protestant
people were trying to control things and you were just not going to go
along with it.... That was the mind set.... You always took that into
the same context as Christ saying that you would be persecuted ifyou
were in the Church."48 W. Hogan recalled Catholics having the feeling
that "we did not have full equality with Protestants.... We had not
yet taken our place in the sun." He felt, though, that the fact that
Catholics were as numerous on the South Side as in Chicago helped
form a bulwark against hostility. "We were taught that our Catholi-
cism was something to be guarded," and the parish provided a forum
for their identity.49
T. O'Rourke confirmed the protective and supportive function of
the parish. "I think they [Catholics] were on the defensive, and I think
it brought them closer together. They were raised in a kind ofenclave,
maybe you should call it a ghetto, but we didn't feel persecuted in it.
We thought we were on top of the world. But I think we did close
ourselves in."50
St. Sabina parishioners were not alone in their attitudes about
themselves and American society. In her study of Boston, Paula Kane
found that middle-class Catholics developed what she has called an
"insider/outsider" mentality to cope with their unsettled status in
American society. On the one hand they depicted themselves as perse-
cuted and marginalized citizens, yet on the other hand they saw
themselves as superior to Protestant America. Catholicism empowered
them with values that helped them more effectively battle secularism
and materialism, yet at the same time they still espoused American
political and economic values. This insider/outsider dichotomy was
difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile.51
While Catholics were not threatened or mistreated in their imme-
diate neighborhood, anti-Catholicism reinforced in them the need for
a Catholic community. During these years Catholics continued to use
their parish as their home base for support against the hostile attitudes
of Anglo-Protestant America. Parishioners were defensive and recog-
nized the need to tum to their parish for support. Within this commu-
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nity they found reinforcement for their faith, camaraderie, and mutual
support.
The Chicago Irish, like other Catholics, resisted the ultimate
expression of Yankee America-the Eighteenth Amendment, which
sought to restrict America's drinking habits from 1919 to 1933. Prot-
estants, particularly Evangelicals and Scandinavians, traditionally
scorned drinking as an evil that led to only more moral lapses. These
Prohibitionists sincerely believed that if the consumption of alcohol
were curtailed, American life would soon reflect the Anglo-Protestant
ideals of thrift, industry, and piety, and that the evils and corruption
that hard-drinking immigrants brought to urban life would be de-
stroyed.
Like other Catholics and some Protestant groups across the coun-
try and in Chicago, those who resided in the confmes of St. Sabina's
resented Prohibition. "They didn't like it," recalled T. O'Rourke. "They
thought a right was being taken away from them." Prohibitionists
"thought it was saving the country, but my people didn't like it. My
father thought a working man had a right to have a drink ifhe wanted
it.... So the saloons closed up, then the speakeasies came along....
Some ofthose were in houses in the area. My father had a place where
he could go. It was a corner bungalow, an Irish family operated it and
he could get something to drink. They sprang up in apartments, too,
particularly on 79th Street up above the stores."52
The Irish not only considered alcohol social, but they also used it
for medicinal purposes. Its unavailability proved frustrating. "They
used whiskey as medicine," explained T. O'Rourke. According to neigh-
borhood folklore, doctors who prescribed whiskey to their patients
during the great flu epidemic of 1919 saved more lives than those who
did not.53
Nor did the St. Sabina's community condemn those who sold
alcoholic beverages. Before Prohibition Hickey's saloon at 79th and
Racine was an important donor to the parish building fund. The
publican was "a prominent member of the parish" in the eyes of his
neighbors. Not only did the Eighteenth Amendment fail to change
attitudes toward drink, but there is every indication that it increased
interest in public drinking within the community. After repeal, saloons
not only were quickly reestablished in the parish but their numbers
increased. "There were all kinds of them after a while. I think there
were probably too many."54
St. Sabina's experience makes it clear that these parishioners were
not complete imitators ofProtestant America. What they could use and
adapt to American society, they kept, steering a middle course between
the culture and expectations of Protestant America and what was
important to them. While still aware of prejudice in the country and
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in certain sectors of the city, St. Sabina parishioners did not find it
particularly disabling. Although still defensive, they were beginning
to reflect a more self-assured Catholicism, but were still committed to
a parish-centered community. The Catholic community in Auburn-
Gresham in the post-World War I years was slowly opening itself to
the wider society. Yet their strong numbers, their perceived marginal
status in America, their continued separate institutional life, and
attitudes toward fraternizing with and marrying people ofother relig-
ions still helped maintain a Catholic community unto itself.
St. Sabina parishioners remained deeply attached to their parish even
during the Depression. At the onset of the Great Depression in 1929,
Father Egan found himselfwith only a finished basement for his main
house of worship. Despite the financially adverse times, he decided to
proceed with the completion of the upper main church. His plan also
aimed to provide employment for building-trade workers of the parish
and to take advantage of lower-priced materials. He specified to the
contractors that parishioners be hired first, an informal Catholic
affirmative action plan.55 His decision proved to be a sound one. By
June 18, 1933 Cardinal Mundelein officiated at the dedication of the
English Gothic church of "the most complete and vigorous parish in
his or any other diocese."56 The main church, valued at $600,000, also
erased its debts within a few years.57
Egan, now a monsignor, could not act independently on any ofhis
building ventures. He proceeded with construction plans only with the
approval of Mundelein's Board of Consultors.58 However, the fact that
he was able to erect so many buildings and have them all paid for in
such a short amount of time indicates impressive leadership abilities
and enthusiastic support from his parishioners. It also suggests that
during this economically trying time, the parish as a whole continued
to be financially healthy. Sunday and holy day collections were down
only 8 percent, while pew collections increased by 1 percent. However,
the total parish membership of 2,000 in 1935 had increased by 25
percent over the 1929 total of 1,600. While individual donations were
down, it did not hurt parish finances, as is demonstrated by the full
payment of its debt on the church. St. Sabina grade school also posted
an increase in attendance. From 1930 to 1937 the parish set up a $1,000
scholarship fund out of general revenues.59 Tuition was kept deliber-
ately low, to just seventy-five cents.60 M. Dunne said that during the
Depression, "tuition was low ... provision was always made for fami-
lies who had a problem and were out of work or [had experienced] a
death, so that if they wanted to go to the Catholic school, they made it
possible for them to gO."61
The continued fiscal strength of the parish during the Depression
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was due in large measure to the fact that many people in the parish
remained employed. The Irish proclivity for city work and politically
connected jobs worked in their favor during this troubling time. "I
think it [the parish] did pretty well," T. O'Rourke recounted. "I'm sure
some people suffered in the Depression ... the building trades were
hit very hard.... But again, there were a lot ofpeople who had steady
work because of their job ... like the streetcarmen kept working....
In my father's case, streetcarmen didn't make a lot of money, but the
salary came in all during the Depression and that made a big differ-
ence.... The firemen kept working, and the policemen." Police officers,
fire fighters, and school teachers had problems collecting their salaries,
though. The city's ability to tax was severely hampered by the economic
crisis. It handled its payroll crisis with scrip, which was more or less
an I.O.U. Scrip was later redeemable and was even accepted in lieu of
cash in some stores.62
. M. Dunne confirmed the steady work of parish city workers. She
said, "My father was a school engineer, a city employee.... He was
getting paid in scrip.... Very often he had to discount it in order to
buy groceries."63
The Irish-American community's access to the pork barrel of the
Kelly-Nash machine in city hall helped the unemployed hold things
together during hard times. According to parishioners local politicians
did a "terrific" job getting Sabina's workers jobs with the Works
Progress Administration (WPA), which they jokingly referred to as
"We Poke Along." "People who never were in politics, took political jobs
when they lost out," T. O'Rourke recalled. "They were glad to get those
political jobs. They had steady income.... [The parish] didn't have any
soup kitchens set Up."64
Actually Mayor Edward J. Kelly and the Chicago Democratic
machine did not have access to or control over New Deal relief and
public works money or jobs. Kelly became mayor in 1933 upon the
death of Anton Cermak thanks to the help of Pat Nash, the Cook
County Democratic Chairman. Together these two Irishmen built one
ofthe nation's most powerful political machines. To capitalize on votes,
they took advantage ofthe federal government's largesse byencourag-
ing people to believe that they could get relief jobs. The New Deal,
though, was instrumental in helping build the Kelly-Nash machine.
Since the federal government took over the burden of providing relief
andjobs, Chicago's coffers were not as strained. This allowed Kelly and
Nash to use the city's resources for patronage and to deliver excellent
police and fire protection along with other city services.65
These political connections and benefits reinforced the notion that
sticking together could be a means of economic survival. The parish
priest was often an important conduit between politicians and p~ople.
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These "feudal barons," generally through unspoken means, could make
or bteak a political career. If streets or sidewalks were not repaired or
garbage not picked up, they only had to let it be known that they were
not happy with the local political representative. "Politicians had to
make sure things ran well or they would have to answer to monsignor,"
recalled W. Hogan.66
What were the attitudes and feelings toward the parish and commu-
nity that bound members together? E. Clair and T. O'Rourke thought
that Irish clannishness fostered parish community building. "We kept
together. I don't know if that was good or bad for us, but we did."67
The Church community was also considered an important support
for family life. M. Dunne said, "They were young families and they were
working for their own families as well as other young families coming
up.... It was built and paid for by little hard-working people who
sacrificed to contribute.... They were pretty much family oriented and
their goals were to probably see that their children had a better life
than they had."68 St. Sabina's financial reports support her assertion.
There were few large donations made to the parish. The major source
of money was from the collections and entertainments.69
J. Hagerty provided another reason why the parish was an attrac-
tion. It was simply because of the lack ofdevelopment in the area. She
related, "I remember there weren't many places around the area. It
was sort ofa wasteland ... so that it was a gathering place, the church
was and the school, for people to congregate and that's how you got to
know the neighbors."7o
The experience of the Dunne family demonstrates the strong
attachment a family could have to a parish. In 1925, St. Therese ofthe
Infant Jesus (Little Flower) parish was established at 80th and Wood
Street out of a portion of St. Sabina's western territory. The Dunne
family unhappily found themselves automatically assigned to the new
parish. "With the problems ofthe new parish and a change in schools-
there was no church really-my father sold the three-flat at a loss and
went back to St. Sabina's."71
Monsignor Egan, who was fondly referred to as "God's gift to the
South Side,"72 was another important factor in fostering community
solidarity. "I think the pastor was greatly responsible for the cohesive-
ness," M. Dunne related. "He was a very fatherly kind of man with a
soft little Irish brogue and he had wonderful foresight in planning those
buildings.... He really built a beautiful set-up there.... He was a
peacemaker. He had a way of drawing people together.."73 J. Hagerty
confirmed Monsignor Egan's role in building community spirit. She
said, "The fondest memories of a priest that you could have would be
of the pastor, Father Egan. He was made to be a pastor.... He was
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like everybody's grandfather to the kids in school. I remember him well
from the earliest days. Everybody respected him. He was an Irishman
by birth and he had a jovial attitude but he was a wise person, too. He
never sounded off at people. He was a very kind and loving person.
Everybody loved him, without exception, ofevery age group."74
Monsignor Egan's personality was the glue that bonded the com-
munity. People who considered moving from the neighborhood would
change their minds when faced with the prospect ofdisappointing him.
He also reached out to Protestant congregations in their neighborhood.
Egan formed a long-term friendship with the pastor of the local
Lutheran church. Informally they cooperated with one another to avoid
having Catholic carnivals or fund-raising efforts competing with Lu-
theran activities."75
The monsignor's subtle leadership worked best with money mat-
ters. The massive financial requirements of building a parish infra-
structure from scratch forced many a pastor to become, in the eyes of
their parishioners, "obsessed with money." Egan avoided the resent-
ments caused by incessant financial pleas from the pulpit by working
through indirect means. He brought several prominent men in the
parish into his confidence. At meetings of the Holy Name or other
societies there would always be several men present to propose and
second fund-raising activities. It became a standing joke in the Holy
Narne society that every year they had to raise money to pay the debt
on the church's elegant rose window. Year after year the society's
officers raised money for the window only to be faced with the task
again next year. But in this incremental way the church was eventually
fully funded. Ofcourse, Egan could take a subtle approach to fund-rais-
ing because the people of Sabina's were fully aware of their responsi-
bilities as members of a new parish. "We were taught from an early
age," one parishioner recalled, "to give what one could to the church."76
Parishioners also recalled how interested Monsignor Egan was
with the personal concerns ofhis flock. H. O'Connor related this story.
She had been married five years and had been waiting and praying for
a child. When she finally received the good news from the doctor, she
"stopped at the rectory and told Father Egan before I came home and
told my husband." Fifty years later she said, "I still pray for him."77
Monsignor Egan's death in 1942 saddened the entire community.
"I remember when Father Egan died, the night he died, getting on a
bike and riding up and down the streets, shouting the news like we
were newspaper carriers or Paul Revere," recalled J. Kill. "And the
church bells were tolling. When the church bells tolled, everybody came
out in front of their houses to find out what's wrong or what's going
on ... and we yelled, 'Monsignor Egan died! Monsignor Egan died!' "78
"When he died," J. Hagerty said, "the entire plant of the church, the
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school, the convent, the rectory, and the community center were paid
for '100 percent. And those were working people. And he had to live
through the Depression so it was a great tribute to him."79
St. Sabina parishioners also warmly embraced the assistant
priests as part of their community. "The other priests were very
friendly with everyone," said J. Hagerty. "There was enough opportu-
nity for people to get to know them. . . . They were all the kind that
people took to."80 J. Kill said, "I would say the priests had a good image
at Sabina's-well, they did all over."81
Father Ashendon, in particular, stood out in their memories for his
involvement in parish activities. He was especially devoted to the
young people of the parish and stories of his antics were a regular
feature of St. Sabina's. On one occasion he flooded the prairie before
the main church was built for an ice skating rink. He started the water
running on a Saturday evening, went in to hear confessions, and
completely forgot to turn it off. Sunday morning the whole block was
coated with ice. "Everyone liked him. He and Monsignor Egan ... got
along like father and son."82
Nineteenth-century devotional practices created an intimate world for
Catholics to inhabit, one which historian Ann Taves has called "the
household of faith." Catholic members of this household received
"supernatural relatives" into their community, home, and lives. This
kinship network included God at the head of the family as father,
Mary as the mother, Jesus as the big brother, and a host of other
saints and angels who were like special aunts and uncles.83 By the
twentieth century these "relatives" had made themselves quite com-
fortable in the homes of the parish community. Their pictures and
statues decorated the rooms of these homes providing reminders of
their presence and watchful concern. Holy water fountains were often
placed near doorways so people in the house could bless themselves
with baptismal waters upon entering or leaving the house.
The clergy in the twentieth century could see the positive aspects
of devotional worship in strengthening the institutional Church. It
fostered loyalty to the Church and separated Catholics from Protes-
tants. It also encouraged an "otherworldly" frame of mind to help
Catholics resist the material world. The devotions the Church advo-
cated also sought to weed out popular ethnic religious customs so as to
standardize and unify a Roman Catholic form of worship. The Irish
were eager followers ofdevotionalism not only for its spiritual benefits,
but also because it fostered an alternative identity to the insidious
infiltration of Anglo ways into their lives.84
St. Sabina parishioners were enthusiastic practitioners of devo-
tionalism. It was no accident that the architectural style the parish
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selected for the church was English Gothic. In the early part of this
century, the Boston firm of Maginnis and Walsh revived the Gothic
style in church architecture in Massachusetts. From there it spread
across the country. While the style was also popular with Protestants,
Catholics felt they had a special claim to it since they had never
repudiated the medieval Church like Protestantism had. The medieval
church was the source oftheir devotional practices. The architects felt
that the otherworldly qualities ofGothic art were an ideal counterpoise
to the materialism and crassness of the industrial age that ethnics
were forced to work in.85
The interior ofSt. Sabina's was like many other Catholic churches
of the period. It had an imposing main altar with two sides altars, one
dedicated to the Blessed Virgin and the other to St. Joseph. One could
imaginatively participate in Jesus' crucifixion by following the images
along the walls of the nave. Incoming light was filtered through the
resplendent rose-shaped, stained-glass window in the rear of the
church. As they had for the interior of Holy Family parish, the devo-
tional images and special lighting in St. Sabina's definitely created a
Catholic space.
St. Sabina parishioners were very attentive to communal religious
practices and observances. The most important religious observations
were the Mass (attendance at Sunday services was expected and at
daily mass was strongly encouraged) and the sacraments of baptism,
marriage, penance, and Communion. Other devotions such as Bene-
dictions, processions, a Friday Mother of Sorrows novena (begun in
1937),86 and a parish mission every two to three years were regular
features of St. Sabina's liturgical year. According to many former
residents, St. Sabina parishioners were not remiss in their obligations.
"People went to church," reported M. Dunne of the religious prac-
tices of the parish. "I think they made a very decided effort to do what
the Church expected of them. They went to church. They belonged to
the societies."87 From his vantage point across the street J. Kill re-
ported, "I honestly can say that 1never knew anybody who didn't go to
church.... Even during the week, the number ofpeople who went was
phenomenal. During Lent, it was almost like Sundays. The church was
filled."88
"When I was young, churches would be crowded," recalled T.
O'Rourke. "They'd be packed with people ... and they'd be pushing
them into pews, pushing them in.... And they'd stand in line for
Confession.... You'd get in line and you might be there two hours, just
standing." He further commented on the strictness of Catholicism at
that time. "We followed a lot ofmles and our fasting and abstinence
was stricter. Fasting before going to communion-many things would
happen between midnight and mass time in the morning, especially
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on First Communion. Some kids would break their fast and, ofcourse,
they wouldn't let them go to communion, even if they [only] drank
water at six in the morning."89
J. Hagerty agreed that people in St. Sabina's were steadfast in
their religious obligations. "They were very devoted to the church," she
said. "My mother went to mass every morning and to the big devotions,
like the First Fridays and ... novenas.... My father always went to
the missions." The reasons, she explained, for this exacting adherence
to religious practices was early instruction. "You were taught from an
early age that this religion thing was not automatic," she said. "You
had to do something about it. And it was expected of you and you did
it." Upon reflection she added that "the social conditions of the time
had a lot to do with a person's ... dependence on the Almighty....
During the Depression, everybody was down. Everybody was praying
for jobs and for whatever you could do."90
Novenas were perhaps the best indication of the strength of devo-
tionalism at Sabina's. Novenas were popular in the Middle Ages. In
the nineteenth century the Church revived them by offering a plenary
indulgence to those who fulfilled the devotion's requirements. A no-
vena is nine successive days ofprayer in honor ofcertain saints or the
Blessed Virgin Mary. Usually novenas preceded Saints' feast days, but
some churches, like Sabina's, held novenas once a week. The petitioner
asked the honoree to intercede with God about their special intention.
Novenas can be said in private or corporately.91
St. Sabina's Mother of Sorrows novenas were said corporately in
the church seven times on Fridays. They were very well known and
would attract worshippers from neighboring congregations. On the
afternoons of a novena residents recalled seeing people getting off the
streetcars on Halsted and walking in groups to the church. The
novenas were so crowded that the parish would hire Andy Frain ushers
to control the overflow. The pews were packed with men and women
in their work clothes. A six o'clock novena would attract policemen and
streetcar conductors straight from work. Boys in Little League baseball
uniforms stood shoulder to shoulder saying "Hail Marys" for a victory
in their game. An opportunity to ask a favor of God through the
intercession ofMary was the principal appeal ofthe novena. The effect
of silently making your personal request within the crowded congre-
gation heightened community solidarity. The disappointments and
loneliness of everyday life were addressed in a service that reduced
individual isolation and which brought unhappiness and hope to-
gether. During World War II the Mother of Sorrows novena was a
particularly poignant experience. She was considered to be the patron-
ess ofU.S. troops. Even Protestants were reported to have participated
in the novenas.92
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The emotionalism ofthe parish novena left an impression on young
Jim Kill. "A novena was a funny thing.... It was almost some sort of
a need in people to go and pray the same prayer over and over with
other people. The music was very sentimental. ... The closing hymn
was 'Good Night Sweet Jesus.' " He admitted that "there was some-
thing in people at that time that they needed that novena and it fit....
This was their means of an outlet. You would pray with other people
aloud and loudly."93
Novenas were not, however, necessarily somber occasions. J. Kill
said, "On Fridays they had seven novenas with 8,500 people. It was
fun for us as kids because we lived across the street. They used to block
the street with horses because some people would wait two and·three
hours to get into church to go to the novenas, the church was that
crowded.... You waited until you were able to get in. While it was
blocked off, we used to play hockey out there on roller skates. We had
an audience. People would be cheering for you.... We kind of enter-
tained the people who were waiting to go to church."94
Other devotional activities were also popular. Since the Middle
Ages the month ofMay has been associated with the Blessed Mother.
Marion devotions generally emphasized her purity as the only human
conceived immacul~tely without Original Sin. Mary has also been
portrayed as the nurturing and protective mother. Special considera-
tion of these qualities was set aside for May. "Marion devotions were
very strong ... in Catholic parishes and in Catholic family life," related
w. Hogan.95 Many churches decorated the Blessed Mother's side altar,
and on Mothers' Day the statue of the Queen of the May was crowned
with flowers. Parishioners of all ages participated in the devotions.
School children were especially involved with them. "One of the big
things in those early days were the May altars and the May proces-
sions," recalled M. Dunne. "A lot of children would, instead of buying
candy on their way back to school in May, they'd be into Farrell's Florist
buying, maybe with ten cents, one flower to take to school for the May
altar."96
Altars were erected in each classroom. It became a matter ofclass
pride to have each shrine as resplendent as possible. The highlight of
the Marion devotion for the parish children was the May Crowning.
Long lines of young girls in white dresses marched into the church
singing the praises of the Queen of the Angels. Crowded pews were
filled with proud family members and friends. Participation in a May
Crowning was an important rite of passage that helped to prepare
young school girls on the brink of puberty to become Catholic women.
In 1920, The New World wrote ofSt. Sabina's May devotions: "Last
Sunday evening the procession and the crowning of the May Queen
was held in the church. The long lines of little children marching and
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chanting the litany and praises oftheir Blessed Mother was a beautiful
sigl1t. The children have entered deeply into the May devotions; each
room of the school had its little shrine to the Blessed Virgin."97
Devotional life permeated Catholic life. T. O'Rourke explained,
"We'd never pass a church without tipping our hat. We were very
careful. We wouldn't eat meat on Friday at all. That would be really
terrible. On Holy Thursday, we'd visit churches.... We could walk to
St. Leo's, and then we'd go down to Sacred Heart. That was a German
parish. They'd be saying the prayers in German, and we thought that
was very interesting. We'd go to St. Brendan's and then back to St.
Sabina's. Sometimes we'd go out to St. Kilian's.... Then in later years
when we had autos, we went by automobiles . . . and the Blessed
Sacrament was exposed in all these churches and that's what we were
honoring-the Blessed Sacrament." In addition to honoring the
Blessed Sacrament, a first time visit to a church was believed to grant
the visitor three wishes.98
Benediction ofthe Blessed Sacrament was a common feature ofthe
Catholic liturgical year. Catholics believed that Jesus was present in
the consecrated host which was displayed before the congregation in a
I monstrance for veneration. Benediction had been a popular devotion
in the Middle Ages. It began with short evening devotions such as
Vespers. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries it became part of
Forty Hours Devotion, which recalled the forty hours Jesus' body spent
in the sepulcher after his crucifixion. The purpose ofthis devotion was
to encourage worshippers to contemplate on the devoted love of Jesus
in the face of hostility and indifference. By doing so they might draw
inspiration from Jesus' self-sacrifice and share in his love and protec-
tion in the face of their enemies. This devotion rotated throughout the
year from parish to parish. As T. O'Rourke's experience indicates,
veneration of the Blessed Sacrament was a church-centered or corpo-
rate devotion.99
Closely associated with the Blessed Sacrament was the devotion
to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. It became a ritualized devotion in the
seventeenth century and was popularized in the United States after
1870. In this devotion Jesus was generally portrayed as suffering for
his people, even when their hearts were hardened to his love. A crown
of thorns and a bleeding heart were the images depicted for contem-
plation The patronage and protection of the Sacred Heart could help
shield believers from the materialism and sensual indulgence of the
age. 100
There were many other types of devotions that were common
practices among Catholics of the period, such as the rosary, wearing
scapulars, and prayer books. The rosary was associated with Marion
devotions from the Middle Ages, and it became an indulged devotion.
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The rosary is a series of prayers that are counted off on a string of
beads. By the end of the prayer session, the petitioner has said 150
Hail Marys, 15 Our Fathers, and has contemplated on 15 meditations
on the life and passion of Jesus. The 150 prayers are modeled on the
150 psalms of David. The rosary could be said either individually or
corporately. The rosary was a very common and widespread practice.
Catholics were encouraged to say it daily. "The Living Rosary" was a
popular way to include several people in the devotion. Fifteen people
divided up the rosary. Each person was to recite one decade of the
rosary a day. Even though he or she might only say a portion of the
rosary, full benefit was extended to al1.101
Prayer books were also common aids to devotional worship. Since
the hierarchy was trying to standardize Catholic worship, devotions
prescribed by prayer books were more indulged. Prayer books were
often used in conjunction with the mass. Many included the vernacular
translation ofthe Latin which the faithful would use to follow the mass.
They also included devotions for mass which people turned to during
communion. Since masses were so crowded and communion received
in a kneeling position at the altar rail, "communion went on forever!"
These devotions and the rosary gave people a time ofquiet contempla-
tion. Prayers for the dead and the souls in purgatory were fairly
common in the prayer book.102
Many Catholics also wore scapulars as a symbol ofdevotion to the
Blessed Virgin. Scapulars worn by the laity were scaled-down versions
ofthose worn by monks. Two small pieces ofwoolen cloth held together
by string were worn over the shoulders, with one piece ofcloth in front
of the chest and the other on the back.
St. Sabina parishioners lived their lives in rhythm with the litur-
gical calendar, which began with the advent season preceding the birth
of Jesus at Christmas. The highlight of the Church calendar was, of
course, Easter Sunday. It was preceded by forty days of fasting and
devotions. The faithful would often abstain from alcohol, cigarettes,
sweets, or other "weaknesses" and pleasures as an act of spiritual
discipline. Fridays in Lent meant attending the Stations of the Cross.
There would generally be three to four sessions and they were so
crowded "there was no room to think!"I03 Friday required abstaining
from meat. Holy days ofobligation, such as the Feast ofthe Immaculate
Conception, Ascension Thursday, All Souls Day, and The Assumption
of Mary, dotted the calendar. On these days Catholics were expected
to attend Mass. Other days of the week and months of the year had
their particular devotions. It was not uncommon to find St. Sabina
parishioners wearing a scapular, carrying a rosary in their pocket or
a prayer book to mass, or tipping their hat when they passed a chuItch.
Few parishioners reported feeling that the pervasiveness of religion
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was suffocating. "There was religion," related M. Dunne. "But it wasn't
made uncomfortable. It was a joyous kind of thing."104
This type ofCatholicism gave people a great sense ofsecurity. God
may be so transcendent that direct appeals to him were either too
intimidating or beyond one's imagination, but a "human" intercessor
was more approachable. "Mary played such a large role in people's
lives," recalled W. Hogan, "because 'she is from us.' She was a model
of complete love, dedication, and sacrifice to God ... someone to pray
for us ... 'put in a good word for me.' " Marion devotions, he explained,
were- popular with both men and women. Sometimes people might also
choose a particular saint as a personal "hero" for guidance and inspi-
ration. Their major function was to serve as an aid-"to help me live
my life as I should live it." 105
Devotional Catholicism gave ordinary men and women a sense of
purpose in their everyday lives. What they did daily mattered because
this world was preparation for the next world. It also gave people a
sense ofbelonging.They had "relatives" in heaven looking out for them,
and a sense of unity and common belief with others. The Apostle's
Creed was said every day and stated very clearly what one believed.
Only the Tridentine Rite was used at mass. The mass was very
ceremonial and ritualistic. There were no variations. It was a strict
society where people had a definite sense ofwhat was expected ofthem.
"It sounds jejune or simplistic today," related W. Hogan, "but we had
a sense of right and wrong, good and evil."106
Another important aspect of parish life in addition to devotional
observances were the various parish associations. The bedrock organi-
zations of St. Sabina's from the beginning were the Altar and Rosary
Society for the women and the Holy Name Society for the men.107 Both
societies were confraternities, which meant that their intention was to
promote public worship. The Altar and Rosary Society required its
members to say fifteen mysteries of the rosary once a week. The Holy
Name Society's purpose was to be a public manifestation ofhomage to
Christ's name. Its members were required to receive Holy Communion
together on the second Sunday of each month. In addition to their
spiritual aims, the Holy Name and Altar and Rosary Societies had
other practical goals: they aided the pastor in raising money for parish
buildings and engaged in philanthropic activities-the Holy Narne had
a Big Brother program-and both societies included a good deal of
socializing in many of their gatherings.
"The Altar and Rosary Society and Holy Name Society were very
active," M. Dunne recalled. "The Holy Name Society was outstandingly
active in the whole diocese. They were recognized in the whole Chicago
area for their turn-outs on the Sundays for the Holy Name."108 In June
66 What Parish Are You From?
1931, the Holy Name Society sent a thousand ofits members to receive
Holy Communion on the second Sunday of the month. I09 While the
Altar and Rosary Society was not required by its definition to receive
the Eucharistic together on Sundays, they imitated the Holy Name
Society in this regard. This led to friendly competition at the commun-
ion rail. In October 1931 The New World reported: "The women of the
parish received Holy Communion last Sunday and had over eight
hundred in line. This showing was very gratifying to all concerned and
proves that the women of St. Sabina's are trying to take the honors
from the men. Since the organization of the parish the Holy Narne
Society has always set the standard of attendance at Communion
leading all other societies by a large margin, but ifwe wish to keep this
leadership we ask every man to talk to his neighbor and his friends
and impress upon him that we want every man in the parish to be in
line next Sunday."IIOThe following month the men of the parish, not
to be outdone, also sent eight hundred to the Communion rail. The New
World reported: "Last Sunday St. Sabina men turned out with their
usual demonstration ofloyalty to their Society. With Scout troops 638
and 669 in the lead as they marched into church, the bystander might
well remark, 'What's going on?' However, the well informed Southsider
knows that this is just the usual monthly Communion Sunday in St.
Sabina parish. Each ofthe nearly 800 Scouts and men felt that they had
a duty to perform and were proud oftheir task."111
"The Holy Narne . . . had social affairs and a regular business
meeting and after that they'd play cards and they'd have beer," E. Clair
related. "They enjoyed each other's company.... Nearly everybody
belonged to it."112 The Holy Name also sponsored athletic events, had
a bowling and basketball league, had musical programs, "Ladies'
Nights," and held dances.113
J. Hagerty recalled her mother's involvement with the Altar and
Rosary Society and some of their activities. She said, "During the
weeks that the carnival was on, you didn't see much of her at home.
And they had bake sales '. . . and there were bingo games and card
games that they used to sponsor. And they were of course interested
in the school. These women were more or less the mothers' club then
because most everybody had kids in school."114
Besides the Altar and Rosary Society the women ofthe parish also
had an organization called the Daughters of Isabella, a beneficiary
society begun in 1920. Its membership reached 150.115 It held neigh-
borhood meetings and monthly socials. St. Sabina's also had a Social
Club and a Booster Club. In addition, it sponsored a chapter of the
Catholic Order of Foresters, a life insurance beneficiary society. The
St. Vincent De Paul Society, a charitable society, formed a St. Sabina
chapter, but was not activated until the Depression. There were
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several sodalities one could join, such as the Young Ladies' Sodality,
the St. Agnes Sodality, a Young Peoples' Club, and the Sacred Heart
Confraternity. St. Sabina's also briefly sponsored a Dramatic Club and
Parents' Band Club. Through these organizations parishioners, then,
had a continuous array of social activities to choose to attend within
the parish. They would all have a priest assigned to them as a spiritual
director. All seemed to be very successful. l16
Although it was not a parish-based organization, many members
of St. Sabina's belonged to the Auburn Park Knights of Columbus.117
The KCs were such a popular organization with second and third
generation Irish Catholics that the organization was jokingly referred
to as the "Caseys." Forty-nine councils had been established in the city
between 1886 and 1918 with 25,303 members. To counter the charges
Protestants made that Catholics could not be true Americans, the KCs
championed both American values and Catholicism. They did this by
pledging loyalty to the Constitution and promising to be law-abiding
citizens, while making no apologies for their religious practices. The
KCs made the most out of the war efforts during World War I to prove
their loyalty to the United States. While an Irish-infiltrated organiza-
tion, the KCs were primarily interested in cultivating Catholic pride
and identity. lIS Certainly Catholicism was more central and loomed as
a larger issue in the lives of Irish Americans. The comments former
parishioners of St. Sabina's made in regard to the Ku Klux Klan and
AI Smith demonstrate the immediacy of the question of their faith in
American society. The centrality of the parish in their lives also
testifies to the prominence of Catholicism in their lives. J. Kill said
being Irish was something you just took for granted "because everyone
was Irish."119
St. Sabina parochial school played a crucial role in the community life
of the parish. It was staffed by the Sinsinawa Dominican order, which
was founded in America by Rev. Samuel Mazzuchelli in 1849 in
Sinsinawa, Wisconsin. The core of the Dominicans' educational mis-
sion was religious instruction. Preserving an ethnic culture was not
part of their calling.120
Parents sent their children to the parochial school for various
reasons. T. O'Rourke explained, "People were very supportive of the
nuns and priests.... I think they [parents] wanted to give you [a
religious education]. I think they thought it was their responsibility
that we got it. And they thought that the nuns were the ones to give it
to us.... If the nuns said your daughter ought to take piano lessons,
the daughter took piano lessons ... and if they thought a boy should
take violin lessons, he'd take violin lessons." They thought that the
nuns, "would do the right thing ... and they felt sure that they were
68 What Parish Are You From?
fulfilling their obligations as parents when they had them in the
Catholic school."121
"It was almost like it was the thing that was expected," J. Kill said
of why people sent their children to the parish school. "There was no
comparison made. It was like, you learned God in the Catholic school
and you didn't learn God in the public school."122.H. O'Connor said, "I
never even considered sending them [her children] to the public
school."123
Table 9 on school attendance demonstrates that St. Sabina grade
school had almost the unanimous support ofthe parents in the parish.
These figures bear out J. Kill's remark, "I didn't know anybody who
went to public schools."124 Although the figures on public school atten-
dance appear to be estimates, they still reflect the low level of atten-
dance of Catholic children in public schools, even during the
Depression.
In addition to religious faith, discipline was a major attraction for
parents of school-aged children. Catholic schools emphasized disci-
pline, and Catholic families trusted the nuns to dispense corporal
punishment safely and fairly. Because the parents respected the nuns
as women with genuine vocations for teaching, they surrendered to
them great authority. "In those days," J. Kill explained, "the child
didn't go home and say 'The teacher hit me' because he would get hit
again by the mother.... It was always that the teacher was right."
Parents also appreciated the school uniforms, which made it easier to
dress children in the mornings, evened out class differences, and
restricted what seventh-and eighth-grade girls could do to make their
wardrobe appealing to the boys. Discipline was an integral feature of
the financial success of St. Sabina's school. The nuns' "perfect disci-
pline," enabled them to educate much larger classes than teachers in
modem schools. It was not unusual for there to be as many as fifty
students in a classroom at Sabina's. "The nuns told you something," B.
DesChatelets recalled, "and that was it-that was the way it was!"I25
St. Sabina parishioners generally thought that they received a
good education. J. Hagerty recalled of the nuns, "They were good
teachers. They ran a fine school. You got a very good basic education."126
J. Kill concurred. "When you went into class, you expected to learn.
You really wanted to learn.... There was competition, but there was
friendly competition, a kind ofdesire to excel. ... We used to have ...
competitive scholarship examinations and everybody in the city in
eighth grade could take the examination to any school and, then, ifyou
won, you got free tuition. For our family, that was a lot.... One nun
helped me and I got a scholarship. I got one to St. Rita [High School]
and I won one to Quigley [Seminary]. . . . When I was ordainep, I
remember that nun came to my first mass."127
"I'm from Sabina's" 69
Table 9. Children Attending Grade School in St. Sabina Parish, 1917-
1940
Number at Number at
St. Sabina's Public Schools
Year Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total
1917 116 124 240
1918 137 128 265 8 10 18
1919 200 189 389 5 7 12
1920 221 220 441 6 5 11
1921 249 251 500 5 8 13
1922 290 260 550 16 19 35
1923 290 310 600 30
1924 431 419 850 18 11 29
1925 512 464 976
1926 452 449 901 12 12 24
1927 530 485 1,015 24 16 40
1928 544 489 1,033 40
1929 602 533 1,135 100
1930 595 555 1,150 190*
1931 576 568 1,144 80
1932 592 548 1,140 80
1933 669 572 1,241 50
1934 664 568 1,232 50
1935 665 575 1,240 50
1936 651 569 1,220 50
1937 645 589 1,234 50
1938 642 588 1,230 45
1939 617 571 1,188 40
1940 593 584 1,177 60
Source: St. Sabina Annual Reports.
* Including high school
The educational level of the sisters in the school was, initially, not
very high. Throughout the nineteenth century and even into the 1920s
most Dominicans, like their other religious counterparts, were not
well-educated or prepared to enter the classroom. Since religious
instruction was their primary goal, secular subjects were often ne-
glected. They did not have a college education and they received their
teacher training on the job. However, at the turn of the century
teaching orders began to address the shortcomings of their education
as diocese and states began to demand teacher certification. Initially,
convents and motherhouses offered lectures and summer institutes to
prepare their sisters for certification. Female religious orders, how-
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ever, were prevented from attaining higher education because most
Catholic universities refused to admit women. These institutions only
gradually began to admit women to summer programs. Some Sinsi-
nawa Dominicans enrolled at the University ofWisconsin. Their course
work was usually done on a part-time basis so it often took nearly
twenty years for some to obtain a college education. l28
Despite their struggle to educate themselves, the Dominicans at
St. Sabina's recognized the value parents placed o.n education and
did their best to provide a solid one for their students. Sister
Cecilian, who taught at St. Sabina's in the late 1920s and early
1930s, said children in the school won many scholarships in citywide
competitions.129
As part of their religious training, the children of the school
received instruction for their First Communion, Confession, and Con-
firmation-events that took place under the auspices of the clergy
in the church. After their First Communion children were inducted
into the parish's junior societies. The girls became members of the
Children of Mary and the boys were initiated into the junior Holy
Name. Graduation exercises were also held in the church and were
closed with Solemn Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament.130 "Every
day we had religion in the class," recalled J. Hagerty. "We had cate-
chism and we used to have to recite that.... They would always have
the kids marching in the processions. There was a lot of religion."131
The major events of a child's early life were church-school related.
There was no escaping the moral authority of parents, nuns in the
school, and the priests in the church. They were all integrated and
mutually supportive.
The parish priests also played a prominent role in the lives of the
school children. J. Kill related that, as an altar boy, "you always used
to have to learn these long Latin prayers and ... a lot of actions ... so
the priests spent time every week with the boys and they got to know
the priests better and to heroize them.... You wanted to be like them.
In those days in grammar school, other than the White Sox and Father
Damien of the Lepers, parish priests were my heroes."132
Nuns and priests were part of the everyday lives ofevery girl and
boy educated in parochial schools and formed an integral part of their
parish experience. The authority of the nuns over their children was
not restricted to the confines of the parish school. Along with the
priests, they also exercised moral leadership throughout the commu-
nity. If children were spotted doing something they should not have
been doing anywhere in the neighborhood, residents or local merchants
would often contact the pastor or the principal, who in turn made the
rounds ofthe classrooms, explaininghow good Catholic children shQuld
conduct themselves. l33
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The school educated the children in secular and religious subjects.
Its primary goal was to reinforce Catholicism as a central feature of
the children's lives. It also served as an important support for the
family and integrated the children into world of the parish.
Since the area was largely Catholic, the territorially defined parish
community was almost synonymous with the neighborhood. This cre-
ated close ties with neighborhood institutions and people. "The one
thing you always noticed about the South Side ofChicago," said J. Kill,
"people always talked in terms ofwhat parish do you belong to and not
what street they are from. Nobody would say 'I live around so and so
park,' or 'I'm a South Sider' even. They would just say, 'I'm from
Sabina's' ... because they were proud of it. Because it was something
special to them." He described the relationship between the parish and
the neighborhood: "Father Tom McMahon had an agreement with
[Dressel's Bakery] that he got the stale buns for a penny or two the
next day. We had a softball league in the summertime ... and he'd
come and give us all the buns. That was just kind of a friendship
towards the parish. Everybody was always doing things for the par-
ish."134
The small-town ambiance benefited children whether they thought
so or not. It was the era of beat policemen, who were of course Irish.
People knew them by name from chatting with them while they made
their rounds. As a young boy W. Hogan recalled that "they would call
your parents ifyou did something wrong."135 There were other cheerier
aspects ofneighborliness for kids, however. Ice skating at Foster Park
was popular. When the weather would hover between 32 and 34
degrees, kids were unsure ofwhether the ice was still frozen. One home
that had a view of the park served as the local weather station. "There
was a number that everybody knew they could call to see if the ice
was frozen," related J. Kill. "The number had to get called two hundred
times a day at that time, and never did you get a smart answer or
a harsh answer or a quit bothering me. Never knew who the people
were.... You would call and they would say, 'Yes, they're skating over
there. Yeah, you can come up.' "136
There was a definite feeling among those who lived in the parish
during the 1930s and 1940s that the parish was a community. Through
parish activities people claimed, "We knew everybody." The sense that
they knew everyone around them was one of the most enduring
memories of the parish. Nostalgia, no doubt, in part accounts for these
sentiments. It is well to remember, however, that this was also a time
before television, air conditioning, and individual automobile owner-
ship segregated people into private spaces. On summer evenings
during the Depression most people sat on their front porches or strolled
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through the neighborhood. "Visiting" with neighbors was one of the
delights ofdaily living.137
"The Irish liked that sociability," T. O'Rourke stated. "My mother
would go around visiting with all these women ... and they'd do it any
time of the day or night. There was no formal invitation. . . . It was
very important [to be a close family]. My mother and father didn't have
any brothers or sisters in the parish, but they had very close friends,
some of them were from ... the same part ofIreland. They made a big
deal of them.... There was always the children in the same grade or
in the same confirmation class. It was a big event for the kids....
Baptism, of course, they'd have family parties, and I think the Irish
kind of liked that."138
St. Sabina parish was supported by a diverse commercial strip.
"79th Street was a busy thoroughfare," recalled one parishioner. "It
had everythingfrom the obstetrician to the mortician. They didn't have
to go any further.... All the doctors were there. All kinds ofspecialty
shops, women's clothing, men's clothing.... They knew the butchers
and the grocers and all ... and often they were members ofthe parish,
too.... I think they got to know all of them.... It was a very social
place."139
"I'd say probably 90 percent of the shopping that the family did
was right along 79th Street," said B. DesChatelets. "Back then you
lived along 79th Street. All of the stores you needed were there. And
with St. Sabina's, this was especially true.... You didn't have to go
far. We had a class reunion not too long ago and ... we went down 79th
Street and we went down Racine and named the stores that were there.
That's how steady the stores were."140
J. Kill remembered the hospitality parishioners extended to each
other. When the new church was dedicated "the crowd was such that
it came all the way out the front doors, all the way across the street
and overflowed into our house. . . . People came right through our
house. I remember when we went to eat dinner, there were strangers
there who were eating off our table that had been to mass. We just
shared everything with them."141
While exceedingly toned-down from practices in pre-famine Ire-
land, observing the death of a parishioner was a community occasion.
In the 1920s wakes were still held in the home of the deceased. The
women would sit in the front room while the men often occupied other
rooms or the doorstoops. Sandwiches and beer were served to visitors.
By the 1930s funeral parlors became the scene of wakes. They were
held over a three-day period. While there was no eating or drinking at
the funeral home, visitors stayed two and three hours. Part of the
attraction of staying so long was to visit with the parade of neighbors
and friends, which often turned such gatherings into boisterous occa-
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sions. Every time a priest came in, which could be quite frequently,
everyone dropped to their knees to say prayers for the dead. W. Hogan
remembered thinking at his father's wake that he could not bear it "if
one more priest came in" and he'd have to drop to his knees one more
time. Funeral masses were often crowded with mourners "dressed to
the 'T' in 'ceremonial' black.142
"It was nice to live in St. Sabina's," E. Clair said. "The people were
cordial, cooperated with each other, above the normal standard.... I
don't know why, but facts are facts."143 "Theywere outgoing," concurred
J. Hagerty of the Irish in St. Sabina's.l44 "I would say it was a unified
parish," said M. Dunne. "For a neighbor in trouble or a neighbor with
a problem, my mother would be right over there ifthere was something
to be done."145
While St. Sabina's was a tight-knit community, tensions did exist.
J. Kill regretfully remembered that "the only reason we moved out was
the lady who lived next door to us was nuts ... My mother had a son,
a priest.... This woman had a son who was studying to be a priest and
he was in an accident. One leg became shorter than the other. In those
days, they wouldn't let you continue. So he tried a couple ofseminaries.
He finally went to the Trappists and died at the Trappists. Well, she
was mad·that we could have a son be a priest and she couldn't. So she
did crazy things. For instance, you'd go out to clean your gutters and
put up your ladder. She'd come out and say the bottom foot and a half
ofthe ladder was on her property and take an ax and start to chop down
the ladder while you were on top.... Anyone who came to our house
was bad because we were the bad guys. So she would chase them with
a broom and crazy things like that. Well, she was so annoying that we
finally had to move out.... We would have lived there forever. My
mother always wanted to go back until she died."146
The building ofSt. Sabina's from a store-front mission on a muddy
prairie to a large and vibrant community in an English Gothic church
created an enduring sense of camaraderie among the parishioners as
well as with the clergy. Together they had built something that
reflected their devotions to family, community, ethnicity, and religion.
In the nation's second largest city, they had created a neighborhood
with the feel of a small town. But Sabina's also had some of the
narrowness that was part of small-town life. People were channeled
into accepting the same values and doing the same things. Individual
spiritual expression and free thinking were not encouraged. "It was a
strict society," related W. Hogan.147 By defining the parish community
by geographic limits, involvement in larger issues or other neighbor-
hoods was discouraged. 148
The confining features ofparish Catholicism are seldom mentioned
in the memories ofthose who built St. Sabina's. More typical is J. Kill's
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claim that "it was one ofthose parishes that was like a gem. Everybody
loved it.... I'm proud ofhaving been a part ofit."149 "It was a kind part
ofour life," said E. Clair wistfully. "There are still a few people around
to meet every once in a while, mostly at wakes."150
During this period between the World Wars, the parish continued
to be the focal point ofthe Irish Catholic community on the South Side
of Chicago. St. Sabina's was generally composed of people of common
national origin bound together by the same religion, who continued to
share similar work experiences. St. Sabina parishioners were devoted
to their local church and zealously applied themselves to recreating a
parish community they had known in their old neighborhoods. They
were generous with both their money and their time to achieve this
goal. This is evidenced by the financial health of the parish, even
during the Depression.. The devotional Catholicism that they followed
further reinforced the centrality of the parish. In addition, they sup-
ported with large numbers a rich parish-centered organizational life
ofdevotions, service, and sociability. The parish school, which educated
nearly all the children, reinforced the bonds between children, parents,
and the parish. Neither the prosperity of the 1920s nor the Great
Depression of the 1930s interrupted parish community building. On
the contrary, they both seemed to reinforce it. The modest wealth of
parishioners ensured their ability to erect a church-school plant, and
the decision to finish the main church despite economically adverse
times rallied the people once again around a common goal. J. Kill best
summarized the relationship Catholics had with the parish when he
said, "The church was like ... a part ofyour family."151
The "parish" had its cultural precedent in Ireland and was rein-
forced in the United States by immigrant needs and a hostile host
society. Nativist outbursts in the 1920s reminded Catholics of their
marginality in American life. However, after World War I American
Catholics embarked upon a period of increasing confidence, and be-
haved in a manner that historian Ed Kantowicz has called "easy
arrogance."152 From the bishops' office down to the parish level, Catho-
lics began to celebrate their own culture as American Catholics. As a
familiar institution the parish was a natural expression of Catholic
pride as well as a shelter. Besides being proud that the Catholic Church
helped to make America a more· pluralistic society, Chicago Irish
Catholics could also look with a sense ofpride and accomplishment to
their arrival in city hall with the Kelly-Nash regime in 1933. By the
end of this period Irish Catholics in the city had their man in the
mayor's office and a Cardinal of national stature. Who of them could
help but look eagerly to the future?
4 __
Ticket to Heaven: Community
and Religion at St. Sabina's,
1940 to 1960
The pride and confidence that Catholic America acquired after the
First World War remained unshaken by the Second and continued to
grow in the next decades. The postwar economic boom and the GI Bill
of Rights provided greater opportunities for white Catholics to move
up the economic and social ladder. By the mid-1950s the Catholic
Church in America was primarily middle class. Other ethnic groups
were now joining the ever increasing Irish and German middle class.
Their new economic position created a need to reshape Catholicism to
reflect their higher status and greater sophistication. "A parish is not
only a mass of people living together, but a group of human hearts
united by collective woes and joys," wrote The Seraph, a parish publi-
cation, in the mid-1950s.1 This generation of clergy, intellectuals, and
laity not only sought to demonstrate the superiority and grandeur of
Catholicism, but they also believed -American society desperately
needed the benefits of Catholic religion and culture in this troubled
modern world. Catholicism, they believed, could save American society
and the world.2
As for their relationship with Protestant America, the Great
Depression and the war had helped alleviate some tensions between
the religious groups through common suffering and a common cause.
Mixing with other Christians in the military and the work force helped
dispel mutual misconceptions.3 Catholics enjoyed greater acceptance
in American society than they ever had before. However, the ecumeni-
cal movement had not yet arrived. A theological cold war of hostility
and suspicion remained. And Catholics wanted to be separate and
distinct from their traditional foes. They preferred their own religious
culture and hoped to instruct the rest ofAmerica on its merits.
Many thought Catholicism had the unique ability to combat
"Communism [and] Worldliness and Secularism."4 While American
Catholics, like their fellow compatriots after World War II, feared and
loathed Communism, many, like St. Sabina parishioners, saw Catholi-
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cism as the best champion of the anti-Communist cause. "Every
thoughtful person realizes that American citizenship under the pre-
sent system of government is a precious privilege.... Ours is rapidly
becoming the one great country which, like the church, will be able to
champion the cause of the individual."5
These "enemies" of the Church could be combated at the parish
level. Communism was particularly feared because, according to the
parish bulletin, a Communist was "not interested in morality. He
esteems as good that which brings him material happiness and as evil
that which stands in the way of his physical desires."6 Parishioners,
though, were still encouraged to take a Christian attitude toward their
"wayward" brethren. "Love all people," wrote Father William J. Quin-
lan in The Seraph. "We tend to hate the A.P.A. [American Protective
Association], the Communists and the like, but Christ died for al1."7
For a religious group that was accused offoreign allegiance to the pope
in the nineteenth century and, therefore, ill-equipped to be a full-
fledged member in a democratic American society, Catholics, who had
never really doubted their ability to be good citizens, resolved this
seeming dilemma by identifying as common the values of the Church
and America. They thought that, if anything, Catholicism could edify
American society.
Catholics even possessed unique weapons to fight Communism.
In The Seraph St. Sabina parishioners were instructed that "daily
Mass is the most powerful weapon we Catholics have. The Rosary,
another very important means the Blessed Mother gave us to save the
world must be said daily. When the world turns to Her, there will be
everlasting peace. Do your part and help convert Russia."8
In Chicago, the flowering ofCatholic religious pride coincided with
political success. Almost a hundred years after they arrived in the city,
the Irish finally got a firm grip on city hall when Edward J. Kelly
succeeded Anton Cermak as mayor in 1933. They kept control through
the Richard J. Daley reign which ended in 1976. Beingan Irish Catholic
in the city now had some prestige.9
Under the tutelage of Monsignor William Gorey, who became
pastor in 1942 following Monsignor Egan's death, and that of Monsi-
gnor John McMahon, who assumed Sabina's pastorate in 1952 when
Monsignor Gorey suddenly died of a heart attack, St. Sabina's parish-
ioners retained much of their old-style, parish-centered Catholicism.
This was fortified by new ideas of Catholicism's place in the United
States. Although Catholics were confidently asserting the value of
their religion in national life, this "new" thinking still encouraged an
exclusive mentality toward others. Catholicism was to lead by example
rather than to reach out beyond the community of faith.
The growing confidence of St. Sabina parishioners was encour-
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Table 10. Occupations in St. Sabina Parish, 1957-1963
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Occupation
High white collar
Low white collar
Blue collar skilled
Blue collar semiskilled
Unskilled
TOTAL
Source: St. Sabina Parish Census.
211
930
642
731
18
2,532
%.
8
37
25
29
1
aged by the economic prosperity that followed the Second World War.
The population of Auburn-Gresham grew by 6 percent from 1940 to
1950, to a total of60,978, which remained steady for the next decade.10
Many of these new residents were upwardly mobile Catholics from
older city neighborhoods. St. Sabina's family membership increased by
58 percent, growing from two thousand in 1935 to 3,478 by 1957.11
The postwar generation ofSt. Sabina's showed some occupational
advances (Table 10). Whereas low white-collar workers had accounted
for 27 percent ofthe workers in the founding population, they composed
a full 37 percent of the workers in the postwar parish population.
Skilled blue-collar workers, however, who had constituted 23 percent
of workers in the founding population, accounted for only 25 percent
of the postwar workers in the parish. Many parishioners continued to
share similar job experiences, and the basic character ofthe parish did
not change substantially.
The wealth of the parish rose considerably. Both the parish as a
whole and individual families prospered during this time. From 1930
to 1960 the number of families in the parish increased by 46 percent.
The Sunday and holy day collections, however, rose by 77 percent.12
Rather than allowing it to erode parish solidarity, prosperity was
used to reinforce it. The parish was seen as a vehicle for mutual
monetary support. In January 1953 St. Sabina's initiated a credit
union. Its twelve-member board of directors, chosen by parishioners,
presided over an operating budget of a quarter million dollars and 732
members.13 Parishioners benefited from low-interest loans and free life
insurance policies. The credit union also aimed to strengthen the
parish. In 1952 The Seraph wrote of the credit union: "It will not only
be a means of improving the financial situation of the individual, but
it will be a common bond for strengthening the loyalty of all its
members toward all parish activities."14 The credit union also demon-
strated Catholicism's compatibility with democratic organizations.
According to The Seraph, it made "St. Sabina's more splendid in its
78 What Parish Are You From?
achievements of putting democracy to work by reaching down and
asking and receiving the help of everyone in various parish endeav-
ors."15
Another indication of the upwardly mobile aspirations tied to
parish life was the annual Marion Cotillion, which began in 1960. All
girls from the parish who were graduating from high school and their
families were invited. The event was held at the elegant South Shore
Country Club, and the "Daughters of Mary" were presented to the
bishop, escorted by a full-dress honor guard of the Knights of Colum-
bus.16 The event was quite successful, although some parishioners
thought a debutante ball was a bit "hoity-toity."17
Paris~-defined neighborhoods became standardized as Chicago's
South Side expanded. Not only did Catholics refer to their neighbor-
hoods by the Catholic church, but their high profile in this area of
Chicago forced others to follow suit. For example, the local newspaper,
the Southtown Economist, catered to this penchant by advertising
property in its real estate section by parish. Captions read "St. Sabina
Two-Flat"·or "Little Flower Bungalow."
Even realtors recognized the importance ofknowing what parish
a home was in. T. O'Rourke related, "I knew a Jewish man ... in real
estate. To know what [a piece of property] was like ... he would ask
'What parish is it in?'.... He said one of the first things that he had to
determine when he moved from one neighborhood to another was what
parish he was in. And everybodyreferred to the parishes evenifthey never
went into the churches. So it was used to identify a section ofthe city."18
Even Protestants were impressed by the imposing aspect of the
Catholic parishes. J. Nelligan was among the few graduates from St.
Sabina grade school who attended the public high school, Calumet
(referred to by Catholics as Our Lady of Calumet). He recalled the
following incident. At an after-school function, one boy asked another
where he was from. The young man said he was from St. Ethelreda's.
He, however, made the mistake ofsaying it within earshot ofhis father,
who was a Protestant minister. When his astonished father asked him
why he said he was from a Catholic parish, the son replied, "If I gave
them my address, no one would know what I was talking about."19 It
was not uncommon for others not affiliated with a Catholic parish to
use them for residential identification. It was also an acknowledgment
of Catholic dominance in the area.
For the younger generation, naming neighborhoods for parishes
was as natural as breathing. "I was taught as a youngster growing up
that the parish was an identity in itself," related G. Hendry. "In
Sabina's ... there were so many "refugees" ... people from 'Vis' LVisi-
tation] and Gabriel's who had identified with their parish so ... it was
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Table 11. Children Attending School in St. Sabina Parish, 1942-1960
Number at Number at Number at Number at
Year St. Sabina's Public School Year St. Sabina's Public School
1942 1,155 75 1952 1,075 71
1943 1,102 120 1953 1,103 55
1944 1,125 116 1954 1,090 60
1945 1,080 104 1955 1,083 58
1946 1,095 144 1956 1,083 46
1947 1,048 100 1957 1,033 65
1948 1,080 108 1958 1,027 62
1949 1,074 99 1959 1,024 68
1950 1,086 90 1960 1,015 46
1951 1,070 67
Source: St. Sabina Annual Reports.
an absolute evolution of tradition and heritage.... It was not spoken,
but since time immemorium this has happened."20
Catholics still remained institutionally separate from other religious
groups. "Those days were the last vestiges of ... the fortress mental-
ity-'them against us,'" said G. Hendry. "You didn't know Protes-
tants.... It was a self-protective Catholicity."21 "All ofmy close friends
were Catholic," recalled J. Nelligan. "As we got older, we probably did
less with [Protestants] because I think their activities were probably
with their churches."22
As Table 11 demonstrates, most children from St. Sabina attended
the parish school, perpetuating the institutional segregation of young
people in the neighborhood. As Table 12 shows, the rate of lllixed
marriages remained approximately the same as for the 1916 to 1941
era. Most Catholics were still marrying other Catholics.
The clergy also encouraged the separation of religious groups. In
The Seraph Catholics were alerted to the activities of Protestant
organizations. In 1959 under the caption "Good Reading," parishioners
were encouraged to examine an article in Our Sunday Visitor regard-
ing POAU, Protestants and Other Americans United for separation of
church and state. "POAU is one of the largest anti-Catholic organiza-
tions in the United States," it warned. "You should be aware of the
activities of this organization."23
On the local level, Catholic pastors in the area clashed with the
Auburn Park YMCA. When the ''Y'' showed the films "Human Growth"
and "Human Reproduction," Catholic pastors protested. The films did
not conform to Catholic teachings on sexuality. The YMCA board
slighted the pastors by refusing to even respond to their letter of
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Table 12. Marriages at St. Sabina's, 1940-1959
Number Number % Marrying
within outside Total outside
Year Faith Faith Marriages Faith
1940 208 17 225 8
1941 158 31 189 16
1942 134 13 147 9
1943 92 11 103 11
1944 90 14 104 13
1945 94 13 107 12
1946 170 23 193 12
1947 220 16 236 7
1948 166 21 187 11
1949 138 16 154 10
TOTAL 1,472 175 1,647 11
1950 190 12 202 6
1951 210 9 219 4
1952 130 21 151 14
1953 190 18 208 9
1954 152 9 161 6
1955 168 13 181 7
1956 166 20 180 11
1957 162 9 171 5
1958 132 14 146 10
1959 156 9 165 5
TOTAL 1,656 134 1,790 7
Source: St. Sabina Annual Reports.
complaint. When the Y then embarked on a fund drive in the neigh-
borhood, this affront was not forgotten. The Seraph wrote: "The an-
nouncement of this campaign reminded us of the unceremonious
fashion in which the management of the local branch dumped into the
wastebasket as unworthy of a reply the combined protests of all the
Catholic pastors ... when the sex films ... were shown at the Auburn
Park 'Y.'The contempt shown for the wishes of the twenty thousand
Catholic families which comprise the parishes represented ... must
not be overlooked." St. Sabina parishioners were forbidden to con-
tribute to the organization. "It is time to renew our warning that
the YMCA is a Protestant Church organization and teaches the
Protestant religion in its classes. Catholics ... may not belong to it
nor support it."24 .
Besides avoiding the Y, Catholics were also instructed to .stay
away from Protestant churches. The Seraph printed an excerpt from a
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pastoral letter from Samuel Cardinal Stritch with guidelines for their
relationship with Protestants and attendance at their services. The
Cardinal wrote of the Catholic Church: "She and she alone is the true
Church of Jesus Christ.... ACCORDINGLY, IT IS UNDERSTOOD
THAT THE FAITHFUL OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH MAY NOT
IN ANY CAPACITY ATTEND THE ASSEMBLIES OF COUNCILS
OF NON-CATHOLICS SEEKING TO PROMOTE UNITY OF THE
CHURCH. We ask you, however, to pray for our separated brothers
and to beg God to give them the gift ofCatholic faith."25 So, Catholics
and Protestants maintained their social and institutional separation
in the neighborhoods in which they coexisted.
Devotionalism continued to be the chief means of energizing and
purifying the individual and the soul against evil in the world. It still
played a key role in enhancing the parish's central position in the
community as well as shaping members' views of the world beyond its
boundaries. The Mass was the most important devotional feature of
the parish and of Catholicism. "In the Catholic Church," Father Tom
McMahon instructed, "the important thing ... is the consecration of
the Mass. That's what brings people to the church. That's the focal
point. They wouldn't come to hear just a sermon. That's why you have
a thousand ... in Catholic Churches for every mass."26 "In our family,"
recalled J. Nelligan, "we went to mass even on Saturdays.... We went
to mass every day during Lent."27
It is impossible to know the percentage of people who regularly
attended mass. Yet from the number ofservices offered, it is quite clear
that St. Sabina's priests accommodated the desire ofmost oftheir flock
to frequently partake of the Eucharist. By 1957, St. Sabina's 3,478
families were served by eleven Sunday masses, seven in the upper
church and four in the old basement hall. For three of these services,
two masses were being said simultaneously. Six choirs sang for the
different masses. That there were five masses each weekday demon-
strates the support many St. Sabina parishioners gave to daily devo-
tions. Mass attendees on holy days of obligation had ten masses to
choose from; seven masses were held on first Fridays of the month for
those who wanted to fulfill the nine consecutive monthly devotion.28
Clearly, a large majority of parishioners adhered to the devotional
expectations of their Church.
Since the Mass was so central to Catholic devotions it made the
strongest impression on parishioners of all ages and sexes. They loved
the beauty and grandeur it brought into their ordinary lives. "You felt
the magnificence of the Church," G. Hendry reminisced. "The Mass in
Latin ... the Latin songs ... Catholics bound themselves together by
a universal language. It gave you the feeling that it was holy. That it
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was Catholic. It was one And the beauty of it ... its quietude, the
solemnity, the reverence That's one thing I can't forget."29
For the boys in the parish, serving mass provided many opportu-
nities. "Being an altar boy tied you right into [parish devotionsl
because you were very active. The funerals you'd go to [tol get out of
school. The weddings which would give you some spending money and
you'd go to the candy store right after it."30"As an altar boy, we served
mass a lot and went to the novenas," said J. Nelligan.31 Novenas,
though, were arduous for altar boys. "It was tedious as an altar boy to
do that because you were holding the cross and it would kill you. The
candle would be worse. The cross was heavy but you could set it down.
The candle you had to hold up all the time."32
Other regular devotions included the veneration of the Blessed
Sacrament on Friday afternoons. The Sorrowful Mother Novenas
continued with five services each Friday. "During Lent [novenas] were
the big thing, and my Dad would go quite a bit," G. Hendry recollected.
"He would drag me along unwillingly."33 First Saturdays ofthe month,
which traditionally were associated with Marion devotions, were "Our
Lady ofFatima Day." This observance was inspired by the apparition
of the Blessed Mother in the Portuguese village ofFatima. The cult of
Fatima received papal endorsement in 1942. In Sabina's Fatima's
message of prayer and repentance was observed with a holy hour in
the morning. One ofthe specific prayer requests was for the conversion
ofRussia. As the Cold War heated up in the late 19408 and 19508, this
devotion became part of anti-Communist furor. Before Vatican II
Friday was, of course, a day of abstinence from meat. The dominance
of Catholic culture in this area of Chicago and the need to find
alternatives to tuna casserole prompted the Southtown Economist to
solicit and print recipes for nonmeat meals. Prizes were often awarded
for the m08t original dish.34
St. Sabina parishioners were encouraged to attend the various
services. Monsignor McMahon wrote his flock in The Seraph: " Ponder
often during the month on the justice of God and the evil of sin. Bear
those daily crosses that come to us and never let an opportunity go by
to attend daily Mass and to receive daily Communion, to say the rosary
and do everything to make your soul as perfect as possible, as ready
as can be to enter the beautiful presence of our Holy God."35 He also
encouraged them to go to confession frequently: "Like all the Sacra-
ments, its primary purpose is to give us grace. Go to Confession often
for the beauty treatment it gives the soul. It takes away sin and it
strengthens the soul with new fresh grace. To gain all the plenary
indulgences for ourselves and the Souls in Purgatory, we should go to
Confession every two weeks."36
"In those days," Father McMahon related, "we emphasized that
Ticket to Heaven 83
you're supposed to live a life of grace in favor of God. So keep yourself
in a· state of grace. Don't have any sin on your soul. You'd go to
confession and get the absolution for the sin and an increase in
sanctifying graces."37
"Part of living [in the parish] was going to confession every
Saturday," J. Nelligan said. He, however, would often go ~o the next
parish west. Besides receiving absolution, there were certain consid-
erations to be made when receiving the sacrament, such as which
priest to go to. "We used to go to Little Flower and Father Warmser-
better known as 'Hail Mary' Warmser," he said. "The line for Father
Warmser was as you walked in the door. And there might be one or
two novices that didn't know any better that were waiting in the short
lines. . . . You would . . . be out of confession before they were, even
though there were twenty-five people ahead of you.... He use to say
'Come on, move it along.' "38
During this era, St. Sabina's also introduced Block Rosary groups.
Parishioners were encouraged to take turns inviting men and women
on their block to their homes one evening a week to say the rosary. An
advertisement in The Seraph for the gathering proclaimed: "Praying
together you will do the world a lot ofgood and you will become better
neighbors. Add yours to the growing number of distinguished blocks
in St. Sabina Parish with the Block Rosary."39
Another community devotion that began during this time was the
Pilgrim Virgin. The devotion began in Portugal in 1946. Since most of
the faithful could not make a pilgrimage to Fatima to pray to the
Blessed Virgin, a statue ofOur Lady of Fatima was fashioned to bring
the benefits ofthe shrine to Catholics the world over. In 1954 Cardinal
Stritch allowed the lay organization, the Ambassador of Mary, to
promote the devotion in Chicago.4o
St. Sabina parish was given the rare opportunity of hosting the
Pilgrim Virgin perpetually. The statue was installed in the lower
church for one week and then moved each week from one home to the
next. Parishioners were required to register with an "ambassador" to
have the statue and the devotion come to their home. Names and
addresses were printed in The Seraph and nearby neighbors were
encouraged to visit the host family.41
B. DesChatelets described the practice. "We had a Pilgrim Virgin
that just went around St. Sabina parish.... It would go from one home
to the other.... We'd go up to Sabina's, and meet on Saturday night.
Then we'd go to whatever house it was at. We'd say the rosary. We'd
pick it up and we'd carry it to the next house and say the rosary and
leave it there for the week The people that had it in their house,
every night at seven o'clock would have all the neighbors come and
say the rosary with them. There were a lot of people in the Pilgrim
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Virgin."42 The Seraph reported, "Our people in St. Sabina's are so
devoted to Our Blessed Lady that many of them have had the Pilgrim
Virgin visit their home with some most pleasing results.... Perhaps
one ofthe most pleasing by-products is the spirit ofneighborliness and
helpfulness which has developed."43
Other community devotions, such as Forty Hours in the fall,
Advent, Lenten observances, and May Crownings of the Blessed Vir-
gin, marked the seasons for Catholics. Forty Hours devotion was "the
high spot in the calendar ofany parish."44 It began with a soiemn High
Mass, and then the Blessed Sacrament was exposed for forty hours
before a continuous succession of worshipers. It closed with another
High Mass. The benefits ofthe practice were explained in The Seraph:
" A plenary indulgence may be gained once a day by those who receive
Confession and Communion either during the Forty Hours, a week
before or a week after and recite the Our Father, Hail Mary, and Glory
Be to the Father five times and an additional Our Father, Hail Mary
and Glory Be to the Father for the intention of the Pope. A partial
indulgence of fifteen years may be granted for each visit."45
The practice ofparish missions, begun in the nineteenth century,
continued to be a familiar feature oflife in St. Sabina's. Their purpose
was to revive flagging religious feelings and devotional practices. In
1954, twelve hundred to thirteen hundred women and girls attended
their portion ofthe mission, and the men and boys were counted in the
hundreds for theirs.46
St. Sabina parishioners were responsive to entreaties that they be
diligent in their religious observances. Sunday services were crowded.
They were so jammed that parishioners were scolded in The Seraph
for failing to accept the ushers' direction for seating. "Each ofus should
accept the ushers' guidance to a seat and move all the way in so that
no one will be denied an opportunity to worship God under the best
available conditions."47
Devotionalism was a means to greater union with Christ. However,
it could often lull devotees into thinking they were living a virtuous
life simply by adhering to rules and going to devotions. This danger
did not escape pastors who warned their parishioners not to become
complacent in their spiritual lives. Monsignor Gorey, who succeeded
Monsignor Egan after his death in 1942, had cautioned his flock:
"Catholics are sometimes befuddled in the matter of their obligations
and delude themselves into believing that they are living virtuously if
they merely attend mass, novena, Holy Hour, a sodality meeting, use
the missal and subscribe to a church publication. They forget that the
two great commandments, which contain the whole law and the
prophets are, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God, and Thou shalt love
thy neighbor as thy self."48
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Parishioners were also reprimanded for coming late to mass and
leaving early. However, the priests were generally pleased with their
charges. In January 1955 on the Feast of the Holy Family Monsignor
McMahon praised families in the parish: "Despite the fact that our
families are numerous (over 3,000 units), nevertheless, juvenile delin-
quency is a negligible factor in our midst. It is rare that a case is sent
to us from the courts.... A parish that sends every year, at least five
to ten young people to the religious life, that has so many Confessions
and Communions among young people, that is teeming with activities
that occupy their minds and ,bodies! Such a parish is not on the
downgrade"!49
The ubiquitous devotional activities in the parish had the pro-
found effect ofmaking religion something that had to be reckoned with
and the parish a strong psychological force ,in the lives of individuals.
"The solidness and the strictness of the faith [we practice]," said D.
Foertsch, "has been my main sustenance for life with all the tragedies
that have happened since."5o "There was a big support system," agreed
G. Hendry.51 "I really got my religion at Sabina's," confided B.
DesChatelets. "It was there. You went to church every Sunday. I don't
know if it became habit.... I can't say that I was ever that wild about
going ... when I was younger. But, I guess I make up for it a little
now."52
St. Sabina's organizational life ofconfraternities, sodalities, and social
clubs expanded and enjoyed great support. They helped maintain the
parish's position in the Catholic community. "If there was something
worthwhile, Sabina's did have it," related D. Foertsch. "If you wanted
an organization ... the pastor would say, 'That's fine, go ahead' ... and
they'd give you a chaplain."53
The Holy Name Society of St. Sabina continued to be a vital
organization in the parish and was one of the leading chapters in the
Archdiocese. The Society proudly proclaimed in The Seraph that "St.
Sabina has enjoyed an enviable reputation amongst other parishes in
the archdiocese in almost all its undertakings. One of this parish's
strongest pillars has been the Holy Name Society."54
In 1951 the men's confraternity claimed twelve hundred members
on its rolls. On their Easter Communion mass, seven hundred men
received the sacrament together. During the rest of the year the
attendance at the Holy Name Communion masses averaged five hun-
dred.55
The Society, however, was not always satisfied with this usual
turnout. The spiritual director and officers continually admonished the
men of the parish to do their duty, suggesting that "they don't realize
they are throwing away an opportunity to gain a plenary indulgence
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every month, and many other partial indulgences. We can think of
nothing more pertinent to a man's business than his salvation. It
should be his first order ofbusiness. And the Holy Name Society could
very easily be the means of saving his soul."56
In 1955 the Society began the practice of marching into church
together for the Communion mass. Members arrived fifteen minutes
before mass so they could "form for the march into Church behind the
Holy Name banner." Besides gaining them an indulgence, marching
together was "most edifying to others in attendance."57 Some Sunday
masses were reserved for fathers to receive Communion with their
sons, with their daughters, and with their wives on Mothers' Day.
Members were praised for their turn-outs on these occasions. "We
always have an exceptional tum-out when we have a Father-Daughter
Communion Sunday," The Seraph boasted.58 Every January the Holy
Narne Societyheld a Communion Sunday Breakfast following the eight
o'clock mass.59
The St. Sabina Holy Narne Society worked for various parish
concerns. They had a Youth Committee, a Sick and Vigil Committee
which remembered ailing members in their prayers and provided
transportation for those who could not get to the communion masses;
a Literature Committee that recommended "good" Catholic books to
the parish; and a Military Committee that encouraged parishioners to
write to parish boys in the service and to remember them in their
prayers. The Society also sent the servicemen rosaries along with a
subscription to The Seraph to keep them abreast of parish news.60
Every year the Society participated in a retreat at Mayslake in the
western suburbs and "for several years St. Sabina has been the leading
parish in attendance," averaging one hundred retreatants.61
The Holy Name Society reflected the philosophy that parish
devotional and communal practices and organizations were major
avenues to salvation for the individual, the preserver ofthe sanctity of
the family, and even a means to save the country. World peace, they
claimed, "depends largely on the power offamily participation in Mass
attendance, the family Rosary, and other holy endeavors."62 On an-
other occasion they wrote, "A good Holy Narne man is a credit to his
church, his community and the nation."63
The women's Altar and Rosary Society had even greater success
than the Holy Narne Society in membership and attendance at their
meetings and functions. In June 1956 the women's society reported an
enrollment of 1,525 and the officers expressed satisfaction at the
turn-outs for their events.64
The organization's main purpose was to "Promote the Family
Rosary, attend Daily Mass and receive -communion more frequently."65
"The biggest push was for the spiritual life ofyourselfand the family,"
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stated M. Joyce. "And to do that meant emphasizing daily mass."66
During Lent the women's confraternity established a Daily Mass Guild
for the entire parish.67 Even third graders joined, promising to attend
the 8:30 A.M. mass.68 Daily mass was also promoted during the month
of May "to show our devotion to the Immaculate Heart of Mary."69
In addition to its main purpose ofpublic devotion and worship, the
Altar and Rosary Society engaged in charitable work. It organized a
St. Vincent Orphanage Sewing Unit and a Medical Mission group. "We
had a bench where we worked for the Medical Missions. We sewed
articles to send overseas to the missions."7o Members also annually
assisted the TB Mobile Unit ofthe Tuberculosis Institute X-ray Survey.
In 1956 the TB Unit presented "an award to the Altar and Rosary for
meritorious work."71 The Society also hosted a monthly Sabina night
at the local USO. They provided food and entertainment. In February
1956 "turkey dinners were served and thoroughly enjoyed by 500
servicemen. A fine representation from the parish helped to make the
men feel at home."72
Members of the Altar and Rosary Society acted as ushers at the
novenas and at the funerals oftheir departed members. "When we had
a deceased parishioner, as blocks we used to go to the wake and say
the rosary.... At one time I was promoter for the Altar and Rosary
and on our block I used to calIon twenty adult women.... We used to
wear our badges ... for a funeral ... and we would all stand the g1.1ard
of honor [for deceased members] on each side of the pews towards tIle
back and follow after the casket."73 Society members also stafled a
parish religious goods store located in a room offfrom the lower church.
Missals, bibles, rosaries, medals, books, pictures, and statues were for
sale on Fridays.
Unlike the Holy Name Society, which was a centralized diocesan
organization, the Altar and Rosary Society was strictly parochial.
While Cardinal Mundelein was head of the Chicago Diocese, many
Catholic women had written letters to The New World petitioning the
Cardinal for their own centralized organization similar to the Holy
Name Society. In February 1931 the Archdiocesan Council of Catholic
Women (ACCW) was formed. It, however, never had a clearly defined
purpose or function. Initially, Mundelein encouraged the women to
engage in charitable work. His suggestion was coolly received from the
women who were looking for a less traditional and a more challenging
mission. Their spiritual director, Bishop Sheil, who was working to
make Catholicism more "muscular," was not of any more help to the
women in defining their organization's objectives. The ACCW was left
to grope for its own reason for being.74
While all women's parish groups, such as the Altar and Rosary
Society and the Mothers' Club, were automatically members in the
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ACCW, St. Sabina's societies did not federate with the new organiza-
tion until 1943.75 When Samuel Cardinal Stritch succeeded Mundelein
in 1942, he helped give the ACCW new direction. Among his first
mandates to the Catholic women ofbis archdiocese was to engage them
in the Decency Campaign. They were to survey literature in their local
newsstands and magazine distributors and compare them to the list
ofacceptable reading material as established by the Catholic Episcopal
Committee of the National Organization for Decent Literature
(NODL). The NODL was founded by the U.S. Catholic bishops in 1938
to provide an instrument to protect young people from being exposed
to morally, socially, and intellectually harmful publications, such as
magazines and pocket-sized books. Objectionable materials glamor-
ized crime, described how to commit criminal acts, advocated disre-
spect for lawful authority, exploited cruelty and violence, contained
sexually offensive materials and pictures, carried advertising that
promoted harmful products, used offensive language, or ridiculed any
national, religious, or racial group.
Stritch warned: "'It is not enough for Catholic women today to
devote themselves to making their own families Catholic. They have
to protect their families against certain influences whic~ prevail in
their communities and.in society. The real test of our lay women's
apostolate is going to be what is this organization doing to Christianize
contemporary society."76 He urged the women to approach "the retail-
ers within their parish boundaries and secure their cooperation for the
protection of the morality ofyouth."77
Throughout the 1950s St. Sabina's women worked to fulfill this
mandate.."We were allocated different areas," said M. Joyce. "I went
to 63rd and Halsted with another friend to go and appeal to the
different places that sold magazines."78 The women were able to
persuade many shopowners to conform to the standards set by the
NODL. In 1959 they had persuaded at least ten merchants, primarily
drug store proprietors, to give them their complete cooperation.79
The willingness of women to join the crusade and their success
demonstrates not only the confidence Catholics had in their ability to
contribute, as Catholics, to American society, but also the imposing
stature of the parish in the neighborhood. It also reveals their world-
view. This world was a battleground between good and evil in which
there were constant threats and dangers to one's soul. Personal moral
problems required a response from the parish.80
Other organizations in the parish were the St. Vincent De Paul
Society, which engaged in charitable work; Third Order of St. Dominic;
Mother Most Pure Sodality for high-school girls, whose aim was both
spiritual and social. Father. Robert McClory was their chaplain and
was amazed at their interest in the sodality. Before coming to St.
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Sabina's he had been assigned to a parish in the exclusive North Shore
suburb of Winnetka, where he had felt lucky to interest ten to twelve
teenagers in a discussion group. He found the exact opposite situation
in St. Sabina's. He said, "They had the high-school girls' sodality.
[They] would have a communion mass and communion breakfast ...
once a month. And there would be 180 girls there. And you're stupefied!
You'd say 'How did they get them? How did they get all these girls to
come to mass and communion and come over and have talks?' ... The
girls organized this themselves! You didn't have to do anything."81
St. Sabina's also hosted the Sacred Heart League, also known as
the Apostleship of Prayer.82 Those joined together were to remember
all members' intentions and "to channel through the League the
prayers and spiritual activities of all members."83 These intentions
were sometimes tallied in The Seraph. For example, for the month of
February in 1960, 260 acts of charity were performed along with fifty
hours ofsilence. Four hundred twenty-five masses were heard, and one
hundred "Ways of the Cross" were performed. Three hundred prayers
for the sick, 250 for the dead, 125 for reconciliations, and 325 for
families were said.84
Some boys of the parish were selected by Monsignor Gorey to join
the St. Sabina Junior Conference of the St. Vincent De Paul Society
which he began in 1943. He chose ten eighth-grade boys and "invited
them to begin a serious study ofthe great virtue ofCharity in its nature
and its practical application to the poor."85 These young men assisted
the priest in visiting the aged and sick of the parish and ran errands
for them. Every week two members visited a local hospital to distribute
the Sunday Visitor and help patients to mass.86
The boys were also encouraged to visit the St. Joseph's Home for
the Friendless and the Little Sisters of the Poor Home where they
watched "the great heroes and heroines of the Church at work in the
service of God's blessed unfortunate."87 The Junior group looked after
the orphanage in St. Sabina tradition. When the Junior Vincentians
learned that St. Joseph's Home needed new flooring in the boys'
dormitory, they staged "Memories," a variety program. "All local talent
was assembled, arranged into acts, perfected, and then displayed in
the production." The successful show not only covered the cost of new
flooring but also paid for the repair, redecoration, and refurnishing of
the entire dormitory. "Memories" became an annual production.88
Those who attended also benefited. "By paying for your admission
ticket to Memories, you may have bought your ticket to heaven because
you performed a corporal work of Mercy."89
While the parochial school remained a cornerstone of parish life in
post-war Chicago, a subtle shift in the parishioners' attitudes toward
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education occurred. As Table 11 demonstrates, the vast majority of
parish children continued to attend St. Sabina school. St. Sabina's
clergy emphasized religious reasons for parents to avoid sending their
children to the public schools, since "the amount of time available to
them for [religious] instruction is very limited and it is certainly not to
be considered equal to Catholic school instruction."90 Parents by no
means eschewed this advice, but they were further motivated by the
optimism ofAmerica's expanding economy and saw in the parish school
a proven vehicle to boost their children into a more solid position in
the growing middle class. "You're going to be better than me!" was the
message parents gave to their children.91 "Our parents stressed edu-
cation," concurred J. Nelligan. [You were taught] "you had to work to
achieve anything in this world. . . . I think most parents made the
opportunity for [their children] to go to college."92
Tuition at St. Sabina was deliberately kept low so all could afford
to send their children to the parish school. Even by the early 1960s
tuition was only one dollar per month. This fee was the lowest charged
by any Catholic school in the Archdiocese. The Archdiocesan Superin-
tendent of Schools set the maximum tuition rate at sixty dollars per
year per child or a hundred dollars per family. The median rate charged
in the Archdiocese was thirty dollars per child and sixty per family. St.
Sabina's school costs were supplemented by the parish treasury.93
These rate were, of course, dependent on the vocations of the Domini-
can nuns who still staffed the school. The credit union provided
low-interest loans to parents who could not afford to pay Catholic
high-school tuition or to send their children on to college.94
The moral authority of the church continued to be reinforced in
the classroom. Priests conducted religious instruction and often disci-
plined the children.95 J. Nelligan recalled his school days during the
war when he was sent to Monsignor Gorey. In a class full ofMarys and
Josephs, he often had a hard time finding his name in the corrected
piles ofpapers. To make it easier for him to spot his work, and having
a boy's romantic notions ofwar, he began putting swastikas at the top
ofbis page. He was promptly sent to the pastor, who kindly suggested
that there were more appropriate symbols for a Catholic school boy to
use to distinguish his work from others.96
With the backing ofthe entire Roman Catholic Church, the moral
superiority ofthe nuns and priests could be quite intimidating to young
children. "It was monolithic," recalled G. Hendry.' Authority "was
coming from the on high down.... School was strict. We knew our
place.... There may have been [some problem kids], but I didn't see
many."97
The sisters were also aided by the Mothers' Club, which began in
1942 and generally enjoyed a 100 percent membership.98 Mothers
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watched children during lunchtime and recess and provided an annual
Christmas party and end ofschool picnic, among other social activities.
They also conferred with the nuns on their children's progress and on
how they could help them with their studies. Mothers were to encour-
age their children to read and to receive the sacraments regularly, and
to make sure altar boys lived up to their duties.99 This watchful and
intimate atmosphere created some problems for the children. "You
could hardly go any place and do anything wrong because you were
known," complained G. Hendry. "'Who is that boy? You better tell me
who he is or I'll find out. I have ways!' "100
Devotional activities continued to help solidify in children's minds
the bond between their parish and their school experiences. For exam-
ple, "the third grade formed the Living Rosary for an assembly pro-
gram. The girls wore white blouses and the boys wore white shirts. We
sang a short song for each mystery of the Rosary."101 With the aid of
the Mothers' Club, the school children still staged the annual May
Crowning of the Blessed Mother.102 All school children were required
to attend the nine o'clock Sunday mass. The service was designed for
their active participation and the sermon was adapted for their level
ofunderstanding. Children were only allowed to go to mass with their
parents with written permission.103
Unity and commonality among the pupils was also created in
parish schools by wearing a distinctive uniform. "Everybody wore the
same thing," J. Nelligan said. "You didn't buy too many clothes. You
wore your school uniform." Uniforms disciplined children and helped
instill pride in their school. J. Nelligan recalled being taught that
"when you were outside walking around with the uniform, you repre-
sented your school and you ought to behave yourself."104
Like their counterparts throughout the city, the vast majority of
children from St. Sabina's parochial school went on to Catholic high
schools. This experience tended to reinforce parish values and main-
tain a fairly Catholic experience even within eclectic Chicago. Catholic
high schools did not receive much attention in the Catholic community
until the twentieth century. By the turn of the century Catholic
educators, like their public school counterparts, were beginning to
recognize the importance of secondary education in an increasingly
economically complex world. In 1904 the National Catholic Education
Association was formed to address the growing need for Catholic secon-
dary education. However, they had difficulty agreeing on the purpose of
high-school education-whether it should be college preparatory for the
elite or whether it should serve those who needed further training but
would not go on to college. How they were to be organized and under
whose auspices they would be directed raised additional questions. The
debate continued for a decade without much progress. 105
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George Mundelein gave the Catholic high-school movement the
impetus it needed. By the mid-1920s the Archbishop devised a master
plan for central high schools. They were strategically located so as to
be easily accessible for all Catholics and were owned and operated by
religious orders. By 1940, 53 percent ofCatholics who graduated from
parochial schools attended Catholic· high schools, and by 1945 the
number had reached 72 percent. lOG
St. Sabina graduates generally followed in this pattern. The girls
attended Visitation, Longwood (Academy of Our Lady), and Mercy
High Schools. The boys went to St. Rita and Leo High Schools.lo7 Leo
was technically a central high school, but it was owned by St. Leo
parish and operated by the Irish Christian Brothers. As St. Sabina's
neighbor, Leo High School was a virtual institutional extension of St.
Sabina's grade school.
The clergy, the nuns, and the parents placed strong emphasis not
only on grade-school and high-school education at St. Sabina's, but also
on higher education.·They wanted their children to participate in the
postwar economic mobility that was increasingly dependent upon
higher education. Education was seen by the incipient Irish middle
class that had emerged since the First World War as a key to the
American dream. Back then only one in five Americans attended
college. However, one in four Irish Catholics did. During the Great
Depression the number ofIrish seeking higher education continued to
rise. Outside of the east coast 43 percent went to college. By the
mid-1970s Irish-Americans continued to enjoy educational levels
above the national average. l08 They were the most highly educated
Gentile group in the nation. They also had the highest income levels.109
While statistics are unavailable for how many ofSt. Sabina graduates
went on to college, oral testimony seems to indicate that St. Sabina
parishioners were clearly attuned to the changing economy and the
possibilities it offered their children for a better life.
Interest in learning was not confined to the school. In 1949 St.
Sabina's created a parish library. "After taking good care of the
teenagers with the community center, the needs of the adults were
surveyed. . .. It seemed evident there was an adult group whose
interests lay in informal Catholic literature. These people would wel-
come a parish library."lloThe library aimed to provide the latest books
on Catholic subjects appropriate for Catholic readers. By 1957 St.
Sabina's had seven hundred holdings and led other parish libraries in
circulation with 350 card holders and 250 books circulated each month.III
By 1959 the parish owned fifteen hundred publications, many financed
by the pastor, Msgr. John A. McMahon, with parish funds. 112
St. Sabina parishioners' reading was also automatically supple-
mented by the Archdiocesan newspaper, The New World. The parish
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Table 13. Top Twenty-five Parishes ofBaptism of Persons Married at
St. Sabina's, 1942-1951
% Total
Parish Nationality Number Marriages
St. Sabina 238 26
Visitation Irish 83 9
St. Leo Irish 76 8
Out of Town 70 8
St. Brendan Irish 53 6
St. Basil Irish-German 33 4
St. Gabriel Irish 31 3
Nativity of Our Lord Irish 19 2
St. Theodore Irish 19 2
Sacred Heart German 18 2
St. Bernard Irish 17 2
St. Anne Irish 16 2
St. Kilian Irish-German 15 2
All Saints Irish 15 2
St. Rita Mixed 15 2
St. John the Baptist French 14 2
St. George German 13 1
St. Raphael German 12 1
St. Augustine German 12 1
St. Agnes Irish 11 1
St. David Irish 10 1
St. Anselm Irish 10 1
St. Thomas Apostle Irish* 9 1
Little Flower Irish* 8 1
St. Justin Martyr Irish 8 1
TOTAL MARRIAGES 908
Source: St. Sabina Marriage Records.
Note: The remaining parishes were primarily Irish as well. However other national
parishes became increasingly represented over the years.
*Most likely contained other ethnic groups, but this is impossible to document.
was on the 100 percent plan. Every family recorded in the Sunday
envelop book was provided with a subscription to the paper. The
subscription costs were met from the parish treasury. An article in The
Seraph explained why this method was used: "Every decent person
views with abhorrence the degraded character of countless modem
publications and the failure ofthe secular press to champion truth and
virtue.... Our Holy Father and Our Cardinal Archbishop have repeat-
edly emphasized the importance of Catholic papers and Catholic lit-
erature in the fight against falsehood and sin."113
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Table 14. Top Twenty-five Parishes ofBaptism ofPersons Married at
St. Sabina's, 1952 and 1955..1959
Parish
St. Sabina
Ireland
St. Leo
Visitation
Little Flower
St. Rita
Sacred Heart
Holy Cross
St. Brendan
Out of Town
St. Kilian
St. Bernard
St. Columbanus
St. Basil
St. Theodore
St. Gabriel
Nativity of Our Lord
St. Anne
Mercy Hospital
Santa Maria Incoronata
St. Margaret of Scotland
St. Dorothy
St. Carthage
St. John the Baptist
St. Martin
TOTAL
TOTAL MARRIAGES
Nationality
Irish
Irish
Irish*
Mixed
German
Irish
Irish
Irish-German
Irish
Irish
Irish-German
Irish
Irish
Irish
Irish
Italian
Irish-German
Mixed
Irish
French
German
Number
141
37
34
23
20
18
17
16
15
15
14
13
13
10
10
8
8
8
8
7
7
7
7
6
6
468
547
% Total
Marriages
26
7
6
4
4
3
3
3
3
3
3
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
86
Source: St. Sabina Marriage Records.
*Most likely contained other ethnic groups, but this is impossible to document.
The pastor also used The Seraph, with its "Pastors Page," to teach,
admonish, enlighten, or praise his flock. The "family" was frequently
discussed, and Catholicism and the parish were believed to be its chief
source of inspiration and protection. Msgr. John McMahon, who be..
came pastor of St. Sabina's in 1952 following the death of Monsignor
Gorey, wrote, "We find, as other priests find in other parishes, that
there is very little delinquency among the children whose parents
cooperate in Church activities."114 On another occasion he wrote, "I
think there would never be a greater blessing on our wonderful parish
than that which would come from a steady increase in the number of
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Table 15. Parishes ofBaptism ofFirst Communicants in St. Sabina's,
1950-1959
Parish Nationality Number
%
Communicants
St. Sabina
St. Leo
St. Columbanus
St. Bernard
St. Brendan
Sacred Heart
Little Flower
Visitation
St. Carthage
Out of Town
St. Dorothy
St. Rita
St. Ethelreda
St. Kilian
St. Adrian
Nativity of Our Lord
St. Justin Martyr
St. Theodore
Holy Name
St. Margaret of Scotland
St. Gregory
All Saints
St. Thomas the Apostle
St. Clara
St. Cecilia
TOTAL
Irish
Irish
Irish
German
Irish*
Irish
Irish
Mixed
Mixed
Irish
Irish-German
Mixed
Irish
Irish
Irish
Mixed
Irish-German
German*
Irish
Irish*
German
Irish
735 56
93 7
44 3
37 3
33 3
33 3
32 2
26 2
24 2
19 1
18 1
16 1
15 1
15 1
15 1
13 1
13 1
13 1
10 1
10 1
9 1
9 1
9 1
9 1
8 1
1,258 96
1,313 Communicants
Source: St. Sabina's First Communion Register.
*Most likely contained other ethnic groups, but this is impossible to document.
families reciting the rosary."1l5 "The rosary," he said, "is the ground-
work for Catholic Action and Catholic perfection."116
"It was a faith parish," Father Tom McMahon related. "It was a parish
where people loved their families and they centered all their activities
around the churcll.... And the church was the home for the family
where they had their baptisms and their confirmations and first
communions and weddings and funerals. It was the center of Catholic
life."117
D. Foertsch confirmed this. "My wedding was there. All my kids
were baptized there. Half of them were confirmed and half of them
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graduated from there. My dad was buried there. So a lot of the
emotional things happened there."118 H. O'Connor said, "I never moved
out of Sabina's. . . . 1 graduated from there. Both of my daughters
graduated from St. Sabina's. I was married there and they were
married there."119
The longevity of Mrs. Foertsch's and Mrs. O'Connor's residences
in St. Sabina's was not unique. Many people who grew up there as
children stayed as adults. M. Dunne started grade school at St.
Sabina's and did not leave until the late 1970s. T. O'Rourke also began
school there in the early 1920s and remained there long enough to see
his children graduate from St. Sabina's. Parish statistics bear out this
residential stability. As shown in Tables 13 and 14, 26 percent ofthose
married in St. Sabina's were baptized there as infants. The statistics
in Table 15 show that 56 percent offirst communicants at St. Sabina's
were baptized there as infants. While not a majority, there was a solid
core of long-term parishioners at St. Sabina's to give continuity to
parish traditions. T. O'Rourke said, "St. Sabina ... held the neighbor-
hood [together]."120
For those who did move, other parishes could fulfill the same
needs. "You could move west of Ashland or east of Morgan and be
almost in the same identical situation," said G. Hendry.121 "I haven't
moved that far since I've been born," D. Foertsch remarked. "I've been
in my own little ghetto because of the philosophy ofSabina's."122
The parish ofSt. Sabina's was a vital center ofcommunity life for
Catholics in the two decades from the start of the Second World War.
"It was a community. It was very good spirited," said Father McMahon.
"I think because of the priests and the sisters and the school. Every-
thing was centered around the parish."l23 St. Sabina's also sought to
fill the recreational needs of its members, thereby placing another
dimension to the community under its auspices. The parish was not
only a place to pray and a place to learn but a recreational and social
magnet for Catholics from across the South Side of Chicago.
5 _
The Saints Come Marching In:
Irish and Catholic Identity
In March 1954 freezing temperatures and snow flurries worried offi-
cials who had spent the past year organizing the second annual South
Side Irish parade. They feared the inclement weather would keep
Chicago's southern contingent of Irish away from the festivities. The
first parade was a charming neighborhood event with Girls Scouts,
Little League ballplayers, and the like marching before family and
friends. This year, however, parade organizers recruited not only police
and fire units but also the marching bands from the Great Lakes Naval
Base, the 5th Army, and Notre Dame University. They need not have
been concerned. Nearly 100,000 spectators turned out to celebrate
Irish pride. One witness said the arrival of the Notre Dame Fighting
Irish football team and band was "like bringing the saints marching
in!"! The success of the parade encouraged parade planners to recruit
Ed Sullivan, the television show host, to lead the parade in 1955.
Sullivan, whose parents were born in County Cork, Ireland, pro-
claimed that "it was the happiest day" of his life.2
The South Side Irish parade originated in St. Sabina's as an
expression of the parish's continued Irish identity. Celtic pride was
openly expressed in many mundane features of community life. Local
stores stocked Irish products. The neighborhood record store claimed
to have the most complete set ofIrish music available in the city. Many
parents sent their children to learn the intricacies ofIrish step dancing,
while teens gathered at the Shamrock Corner for the all-American
hamburger.3
In many ways Irishness pervaded St. Sabina's and accounted for
its distinctive character. Tables 13 and 14 demonstrate the continued
Irish origins of St. Sabina parishioners. By looking at what parishes
newlyweds were baptized in as infants, it is possible to identify their
nationality. Most people in St. Sabina's still came from Irish parishes
in the working-class districts that bordered the stockyards. Table 15
perhaps provides a more exact profile of the parishes new settlers to
St. Sabina's came from by showing the churches of baptism of first
communicants, who were seven years old when they received the
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sacrament. They clearly would be more recent arrivals in the neigh-
borhood and a more exact indication of postwar mobility. They, too,
were primarily from Irish or German parishes, although a larger
percentage of these young people came from parishes located in mid-
dle-class areas and could no longer be classified as having a particular
ethnic identity. Yet, even most of these middle-class parishes had a
large number of Irish.
St. Sabina's Irish identity continued to bind the parish together.
Although he did not necessarily think it was a fully conscious decision,
J. Nelligan thought the Irish flavor of St. Sabina influenced people's
decision to move there. He said, "Basically, people moved from Bridge-
port to Canaryville to Sabina's.... You wouldn't move to St. John of
God [a Polish parish at 52nd and Throop St.]. You would move to a
neighborhood which was probably Irish."· G. Hendry's parents were
from East St. Louis. His father had come to Chicago to work in the
stockyards. Being of Irish extraction eased their transition to St.
Sabina's and Chicago. He said, "When they moved there, the lrishness
of [the parish] helped my mother.... There were people out [saying]
'Your name is Nelly Bums.... Well, we've got a lot of Irish here!
Sabina's is full of them!' Right away she made a connection."5
Although the immigration restriction laws of 1923 and 1924
severely curtailed immigration, after World War II many Irish men
and women found their way to America, Chicago, and St. Sabina
parish. They contributed to the Irish flavor of the neighborhood.
According to the 1960 census, 31 percent ofthe foreign born population
of Auburn Park were lrish.6 "Around World War II," T. O'Rourke
recalled, "there were more foreign-born Irish than there were in the
early days. There seemed to be a lot of native Irish coming over here
and they settled in the parish in large numbers. They kept it Irish."7
Irish immigrants were quite visible in the community. "You'd see
them walking down 79th Street in the dead of winter," related B.
DesChatelets. "Colder than the hinter of hell, and they'd have a suit
coat on and a sweater.... Everything they had on was wool from
Ireland.... And the suit coat would be wide open and they would be
walking along ... and you could spot them a mile away."8
G. Hendry concurred with this observation. He said, "After the
war to '55 a lot of Irish immigrants settled in the area. So I think the
people saw that there was a need for bringing out their ethnicity."9 T.
O'Rourke thought World War II, in which he served in Europe, played
a role in reviving interest in Ireland because it enabled him and others
to visit the homeland oftheir parents and grandparents. "The first time
I went to Ireland was in 1945 after VE day," he said. "So many fellows
got to see Ireland and liked it."10
The St. Patrick's Day parade was perhaps the most demonstrative
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celebration of Irish identity. The wide-spread celebration of the Irish
saint's feast day led- The Seraph in 1952 to boast that "St. Patrick has
become almost the patron saint of America, as well as Ireland, so
well-known has he become."11
One day in 1953 Father Thomas J. McMahon, an assistant priest,
and Jack Allen, a St. Sabina parishioner, got the inspiration to start
the parade. Father McMahon said, "I was watching the one in New
York on TV every year.... Allen was with me in the gym one day....
The two of us were talking about it. Why didn't we have one? ... [sol
we decided we would run a St. Patrick's Day parade."12
Initially the parade was loosely structured. "Anybody could get in
it,'; related Father McMahon. "They could push a buggy or ride a bike
or skip a rope or anything.... We got a few school bands in there."13
"They got all the Little Leaguers out, all the Cub Scouts, all the Girl
Scouts, all the Brownies, and they marched them in different areas of
the parade. It was very child oriented. . . . They had tremendous
support from parents," recalled G. Hendry.14 The parade was held on
the Sunday nearest St. Patrick's Day so Samuel Cardinal Stritch,
prelate ofChicago since 1940, could offer benediction at St. Sabina's at
the close of the parade.15
The parade proved to be a real attraction. Over ten thousand
spectators turned out that first year to watch the four-mile-long
parade. Among the fourteen floats in the parade was one dedicated to
the founding pastor, Monsignor Egan, "an enthusiast of Irish music
and culture." Parishioners were aboard singing Irish music accompa-
nied by an organ.16 B. DesChatelets, whose father was the parade
marshal and one of its principal organizers, said of that first year, "In
order to finance it, they went up and down 79th Street and got some
donations from some of the businessmen. They were a little reluctant
to give.... But the parade was a big thing.... The second year they
really didn't even have to go around. The bar owners came and said,
'Here's money.' They couldn't believe how much business they had!
People just packed the sidewalks all the way."!?
The parade's success prompted its organizers to expand the pa-
rade to encompass the South Side, and they devised rules for a more
sophisticated procession. "You had to be really organized," Father
McMahon related. "You could not march in it unless you were with a
marching unit ... or you had to have a float."18
The 1954 parade had 1,300 marchers, twenty-three bands, and
forty floats. Besides Notre Dame's 125 piece marching ensemble and
the bands ofthe Great Lakes Naval Base and the 5th Army, there was
a Chinese band and a German band, which "added an inter-racial
touch." Army, Navy, and Marine units marched along with police
offiters and fire fighters, American Legionnaires, Veterans of Foreign
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Wars, the Knights of Columbus, and Catholic War Veterans. The
reviewing stand at 79th and Loomis held state, county, and city politicos,
prominent industrialists, businessmen, and church dignitaries.19
Parade day was a real holiday. N. Farrell, a florist who decorated
St. Sabina church, had the school's nuns up to the apartment above
her store on 79th Street to view the parade.20 Many other parishioners
held parties in their homes after the parade.21
The success ofthe South Side parade inspired the West Side Irish
to resume their parade. "There were some West Side Irish parades up
until two years before we started ours," related Father McMahon.
"They had disbanded because they were fighting like the Irish some-
times do. . . . We started our parade and it was so successful, they
inaugurated theirs again.... We would have ours on Sunday, then on
St. Patrick's Day they would have our floats in their parade on the
West Side.... It got so big, once [Richard J.] Daley was mayor, he
wanted it downtown. So that's the parade you see downtown every
year."22 By 1960 political pressure ended the South Side parade. The
Irish were powerful enough to make what had been a community event
a city tradition.
The St. Patrick's parade celebration was not just an Irish parade.
It was integrally entwined with the Catholic identity ofthe parish. An
article in The Seraph expressed the opinion that the St. Patrick's Day
parade "is part of the Catholic Action program, therefore, worthy of
our support."23 On Trinity Sunday of the Catholic liturgical calendar,
in another piece in The Seraph, the shamrock was used to explain the
mystery of the Holy Trinity: "When we think of shamro~ks,we think
of St. Patrick too, not so much because both are Irish, but because St.
Patrick used the little shamrock to explain to his Irish converts the
most profound truth ofour faith, the doctrine ofthe Blessed Trinity."24
It was still difficult for St. Sabina parishioners to separate an Irish
id~ntityfrom their religion. Their every-day activities revolved around
the church, which kept the parish, rather than their more intangible
lrishness, central in their lives and hearts. Since the school was staffed
by an American religious order, its curriculum did not have an ethnic
content. The main goal ofthe Dominicans was to keep religion the core
subject.25 Since there were other nationalities in the parish, some
priests felt that stressing an Irish identity over a Catholic one was
divisive, so they discouraged excessive ethnicity.26 This outraged some
of the Irish parishioners, however. On the day ofthe St. Patrick's Day
parade, "we found out that the kids had to go to school," recalled T.
O'Rourke. "Well, myself and some of the other fathers . . . couldn't
understand it. And we bombarded [the rectory] with calls to find out
what was going on. Some of us wrote letters.... And they told us at
the time, 'Well, we have a lot ofother nationalities here now.' That was
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their excuse.... But after that they'd always have St. Patrick's Day a
holiday."27
Many forces had been at work in the previous decades in Chicago
and the nation to break down ethnic neighborhoods and identity; these
would all have an effect on St. Sabina's Irish character. Cardinal
Mundelein's policy ofno new national parishes channeled economically
and geographically mobile ethnics into territorial parishes were they
joined the Irish and the Germans. The postwar prosperity brought a
greater amount of diverse nationalities into St. Sabina's as Tables 13
and 14 demonstrate. This led to an increasing emphasis on a Catholic
identity over an ethnic one.
Because their Irish and Catholic identities blurred, Irish Ameri-
cans themselves tended to cultivate and defend more vigorously their
Catholicism, which gave them group cohesion, leadership, and a source
of belief and values, which they defended against the animosity of
American nativists. The territorial schools that the Irish controlled
were primarily geared toward educating children for economic and
social advancement while preserving their faith. The Irish history
courses that were sometimes taught dwelt upon the misty Celtic past
of the Land of Saints and Scholars, which provided little to cultivate a
dynamic Irish-American identity. The Knights of Columbus, which
was the favored fraternal organization of the Irish, was much more
concerned with defending Catholicism than with encouraging Irish-
ness. This left Irish Americans without fertile soil in which to cultivate
an authentic Irish-American culture.28 Yet this did not prevent many
Chicago Irish from wishing that they had one and expressing it in any
way they could.
There were other forces working against ethnic solidarity. One
historian has argued that the Great Depression, Prohibition, and the
growth of mass consumer society and popular culture broke down
ethnic parochialism in Chicago. Prohibition politically rallied together
many ethnic groups to try and repeal it. The economic crisis of the
1930s made it all but impossible for ethnic associations or even local
political bosses to meet the pressing needs of their constituents.
Workers had no choice but to look beyond their immediate ethnic
organization for help. They turned to the Democratic party and the
federal government for assistance in ways they never before would
have dreamed. With the passage of the Wagner Act in 1935, workers
from diverse walks of life enlisted in the unionization of the mass
production plants in the country under the auspices ofthe Congress of
Industrial Organizations (CIO). Increasing cultural unity made it
possible for ethnics and blacks to join in common political and economic
efforts. Radio, chain movie theaters, and chain stores homogenized
American culture and broke down barriers that had previously sepa-
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rated groups. They became more conscious of sharing similar fates.29
World War II also created a shared national experience and shared
fears, at least for white Americans in the armed services, in war work,
and in civilian defense.
The Chicago Democratic political machine also played an impor-
tant role in building bridges and ending isolation between the city's
ethnic and racial groups. Anton Cermak, a Czech and head of the
Democratic party, was elected mayor in 1928 and joined Chicago's
various ethnic groups, including the Irish, into a powerful political
coalition. His death in Miami 1933 from a bullet intended for presi-
dent-elect Franklin D. Roosevelt, ushered in the era of the Irish
triumvirate of Ed Kelly, Martin H. Kennelly, and Richard J. Daley,
who built upon this coalition. These three mayors ruled Chicago
through a powerful machine from 1933 until 1976. While the Irish
dominated the machine, other ethnics and blacks were given access to
political plums. Chicago's Irish took pride in their political ascendancy
but realized it depended upon sharing it with these other groupS.30
Despite the attempts of many in the parish, Catholicism was
superseding "Irishness" as the conscious self-image of the parish. "At
Sabina's," saidG. Hendry, "it was Catholicity. Nothing ethnic really.
You were definitely Catholic. And Sabina's and the neighbors on each
side, [St.] Leo and Little Flower, certainly reinforced that."31"1 never
thought about [my lrishness]," said D. Foertsch. "1 don't know that it
was that big a deal then, or maybe I was just too busy raising kids to
notice.... There was never any reason to even bring it up because so
many around us were."32 Speculating on why their Irish identity was
downplayed, G. Hendry said, "What was gone by my generation was
ethnic discrimination. Because, heck, we owned the city! You couldn't
be discriminated against."33
But by this time, many of those who were of Irish descent were
third or fourth generation Irish-American. For many of these, Irish
identity was something to boast about while listening to a Saturday
afternoon broadcast of Notre Dame football or an excuse for a "spree"
on March 17. Their connection with the culture ofthe Emerald Isle was
tenuous at best. "You didn't see anyone saying 'I'm South Side Irish'
back then," claimed G. Hendry.34 Those Irish Americans who strove to
retain their Irish identity were pejoratively referred to by some as
"professional" Irish. The forces of assimilation made such jingoists
seem like they were almost an anachronism. Catholicism, however,
remained a vital part of their lives, and despite the forces for accom-
modation, Catholics still cultivated a separate Catholic world.
Perhaps the biggest and most memorable attraction at St. Sabina's
was the community center. On November 5, 1937, Bishop Bernard
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Sheil dedicated the new center at 78th and Racine.35 The athletic
Irishman was an appropriate choice for the dedication. Sheil had given
up a Major League baseball contract to enter the priesthood where he
pursued a wide-ranging interest in social issues. He played a behind-
the-scenes role in forming the Back ofthe Yards Neighborhood Council,
an early success of community organizer, Saul Alinsky. He also gave
very prominent support to the CIO. Sheil is perhaps best remembered
by Chicago Catholics for building the Catholic Youth Organization
(CYO).36
In the competitive environment of America, the Catholic Church
competed with Protestant and secular society on many levels. The most
visible arenas were, of course, churches and schools. However, there
were other menaces to the integrity of the Catholic community, such
as "Protestant" settlement houses, the YMCA as well as the lure of
popular culture. The CYO, therefore, provided a Catholic alternative
to these "questionable" attractions by creating social services and
athletic programs.37
St. Sabina parishioners liked to believe that Father Ashenden,
who served at St. Sabina's from 1919 to 1926, was the founder of the
organization. His shocking death on February 11, 1931, in an automo-
bile accident robbed him, many parishioners believed, of the honor of
being recognized as the founder ofthe eyo. This beliefwas not without
some foundation. Father Ashenden had been involved in some of the
early activities ofthe CYO and was a leading figure in the Catholic Boy
Scout organization. In an announcement ofhis death, The New World
described Ashenden as the founder and first director of the youth
organization.38 In June 1930, Sheil appointed Ashenden as the first
executive director of the CYO, which is probably the reason he was
considered by some to be the founder of the organization. Sheil,
however, was not the founder of the eyO either. He was, instead, its
chief organizer and promoter. It remains unclear who exactly started
the organization. Many of the ideas and programs the CYO encom-
passed had been around and tried by various people many years before
its formal organization.39
Regardless of who founded the CYO, it is certain that Ashenden
was an important element in getting the highly successful organization
started.40 While there is no direct evidence as to why Mons~gnorEgan
decided to build the community center, it seems quite likely that his
close relationship with Ashenden influenced his decision. He may also
have been influenced by the diocesan paper, The New World. In the
early 1920s the paper began to urge parishes to provide social activities
for young people so they would recreate in the church hall rather than
hang out on the streets or be lured over to commercial entertainment
centers, "even if it meant going as far as putting pool tables, bowling
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alleys, and even skating rinks in the church basement."41 Throughout
the 1930s, Bishop Sheil encouraged pastors to establish social and
athletic centers in their parishes, which he believed were crucial to the
success of CYO sports leagues. Monsignor Egan was one of the few
pastors to respond to Sheil's call. This gave St. Sabina's a unique
attraction among the parishes of Chicago.42
The two-story building housed a college-sized basketball court,
which could also be split into two smaller courts. Its folding bleachers
sat 1,800 people. In the basement were locker-rooms, showers, hand-
ball courts, a kitchen and dining room, and meeting rooms for the
various parish societies. The cavernous building was valued at
$150,000. Through the fund-raising efforts of the Holy Name Society
and proceeds taken in from the community center's activities, the
center was paid for in full by 1940.43
Under Monsignor Egan and his successor, Monsignor Gorey, the
St. Sabina community center grew to be a major attraction for Catho-
lics at St. Sabina's and throughout the South Side. Like Egan, Gorey
was concerned for "the right recreational environment for his young
people, because he knew full well the dangers which lurk in the
commercialized recreational center in our community.""
In July 1939, Father Thomas S. McMahon was assigned to St.
Sabina's. He had previously been posted at Bishop Sheil's parish, St.
Andrew's, on the North Side of Chicago. His experience under Sheil
helped make him an ideal candidate for director of St. Sabina's new
center. Father Tom, as he was fondly called, proved to be a virtual Bing
Crosby-style priest. Under his tutelage the center became an expres-
sion ofCya philosophy.
Father McMahon thought his mission to the young people of the
parish was quite simple. The pastors "gave me carte blanche permis-
sion.... I could do what I wanted.... I always kind oftended towards
athletics. I played all the sports and I liked priests who played sports.
Priests used to coach teams when I was a kid.... I'm a priest because
ofsome others that I wanted to emulate. I wanted to be like they were."
He intended for the center to be an instrument "to save souls and ...
to keep those kids in the formative years out of trouble.... Get them
right after school. Have something for them and keep them nice ...
athletics or dancing.... that's what I thought I should do as a priest."45
Irish Americans had a close association with sports in this country
in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Sports provided heroes
and an avenue for upward mobility for a group with often limited
opportunities. This affinity for sports was also a product of Irish
culture. After the Great Famine of the 1840s a bachelor subculture
developed. Delayed marriages and stricter sexual morals were in-
tended to protect the Irish against another similar calamity. This
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prompted a large number ofmen to find release in drinking and sport.
This eased loneliness and provided camaraderie. These bachelor
groups, which evolved into sporting fraternities, prized politics, vio-
lence, and sportS.46 This sporting tradition was coopted by the parish.
In St. Sabina's, it was harnessed by Father McMahon and the commu-
nity center to create a Catholic haven in the midst of the temptations
of the big city.
Father McMahon was aided by a dedicated parishioner, Merlin X.
Mungovan, a juvenile officer. Mungovan had been volunteering his
services to the community center since it opened. He had already begun
a St. Sabina tradition of hosting an Amateur Athletic Union (AAU)
basketball tournament, and he coached the CYO and grade-school
teams. His talent for directing young people helped the St. Sabina
grade-school team bring home the city championship in 1938. Recog-
nizing a great asset, Father McMahon encouraged Monsignor Egan to
hire him as the full-time athletic instructor during and after school
hours. The pair expanded the community center activities to include
such events as a preseason grade-school basketball tournament and a
house league for high-school teens who could not make either their
school or the CYO team. St. Sabina also staged CYO boxing bouts.
These various events drew capacity crowds.47 J. Nelligan remembered
the excitement of the AAU tournaments. "Even ifyou were small and
you had to be in bed at eight o'clock," he said, "that was a special
occasion. And you'd be allowed to go and ... stay out until it was over."48
Among the most popular and enduring programs that started
during these early years of the community center was weekend roller
skating. Father Tom had been unhappy with the lack of decorum at
the local roller skating rink. The low lights and song selections, he felt,
were not suitable for young Catholic children. He thought it was quite
likely that the community center floor could take the quick stops of
skates. To test this theory Father McMahon and some friends donned
roller skates and took to the gym floor. They found it was quite capable
ofwithstanding the abuse and silenced critics in the parish who feared
the destruction oftheir new floor. Within the first year ofoperation the
receipts from roller skating more than covered the cost of the floor.
Twelve hundred skates were available for rent in sizes ranging from
one to twelve. The more dedicated skaters eventually bought their
own.49
Boys with shoe skates hanging around their necks and girls with
their skates in multicolored cases became a frequent sight on the
streets of the neighborhood as they walked to the center. Friday
evenings from five until seven was Twilight Skating for seventh and
eighth graders. From 7:30 until 10:30 was reserved for high-school
students. On Saturday afternoons the community center opened its
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doors to the younger children, who participated in games and races.
The winners received free bottles of pop. Special skating parties for
high-school students were held at the rink on Saturday night. Nearly
every high school on the South Side held a skating party regularly. One
evening, 728 teenagers paid their way into St. Ignatius High School's
party.50
The children of the parish were not the only ones to enjoy roller
skating. After the community center's doors were closed for the night,
Father Tom and his staff took their turn at skating across the floor.
"We'd go skating around there and play crack the whip. We didn't allow
the kids to do it, but we were racing and jumping over chairs." He also
bought skates for all the nuns, who used them during their free time.51
Among the most notable events Father McMahon helped orches-
trate during his tenure at St. Sabina's were the annual St. Sabina
Roller Varieties. He received the inspiration from watching the young
people skating. "Once I opened up the gym for skating, they began
doing things that they saw in shows-at the Stadium, the Sonia
Henieshow, or the Ice Capades. And they were doing little twists
and jumps and spins, and before long, we'd playa waltz number and
they were waltzing. And they would learn how to eagle to the right and
the left.... And we thought, 'Golly, we could put on a show because
they're so good.' "52
To put this idea into action, Father McMahon took a group to the
Arcadia on the North Side of Chicago to learn dance steps on skates.
They, in turn, taught the youngsters at St. Sabina's the waltz, the fox
trot, the fourteen step, and other skating numbers. During the sum-
mer, then, the children were told to think of an act they would like to
do based on a theme Father Tom had given them. Through the fall, up
to thirty acts and over five hundred participants worked on their
various numbers and the myriad tasks. Well over a hundred parish-
ioners joined the production staff. "We had everybody doing some-
thing," Father McMahon proclaimed. "It was a community event."53
The boys and girls skated to songs such as 'Swinging on a Star' or
enacted fairy tales such as Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. No roller
variety, however, was complete without an Irish number with a "song
dear to the hearts of Erin's sons and daughters." Some brave and
talented skaters did the Irish jig on skates.54 Roller varieties some-
times had a religious theme. In 1950, a Holy Year, the subject was a
pilgrimage to Rome. The Holy Name Society hoped it would "convey a
lesson to each ofus in our pilgrimage though life."55
When the roller varieties first started, the performances were
scheduled for just a few evenings. As their popularitygrew, St. Sabina's
began staging them for a week.and advertising them on billboards
throughout the city and had colorful programs printed. Approximately
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forty billboards around the city heralded the coming of St. Sabina's
Roller Varieties. In 1948 over ten thousand people came to watch the
show.56
Next to roller skating, St. Sabina dances were the most memorable
feature of the parish and community center. St. Sabina's Young Peo-
ples Club had already been holding occasional dances when Father
Tom arrived. Since he had run dances at St. Andrew's and realized
their popularity at St. Sabina's, Father Tom decided to hold them every
Sunday. "They were teenage dances to keep those kids in the formative
years out of trouble."57
To get into the dances, the children had to comply with certain
rules. "All you had to do was dress decently," Father Tom explained.
"The boys had to have ajacket and tie on. The girls had to have a decent
dress. And that was it-decency."58 To enforce the rules, the commu-
nity center hired two policemen and several Andy Frain ushers and
enlisted the assistance of parish chaperones. "If they would smell
anything on their breath-out! They'd never get in again. We had a
woman in the girls' room and a man in the boys' washroom. And ifthey
noticed anything, a drink or anything-out!.... We were strict, and
that's what the kids liked.... They like to be gentlemen and ladies,
and they wanted to be treated as such."59
Father McMahon's strictness did not s·ubdue the popularity of
these dances. On an average Sunday the dances drew 1,200 teenagers,
with a record attendance set at 1,600. The dances were held forty-six
weeks a year and discontinued only during Lent, with the exception of
a St. Patrick's Day dance. Teens from as many as ninety-one other
parishes came to St. Sabina's on Sunday, for over the forty years the
dances were held.60
The selection of the band was carefully considered. "We'd give the
orchestra what they called a one-night stand. You could play this
night.... We'd have the kids vote on them. If they liked them, we'd
give them four Sundays in a row.... We had union organists. All union
bands." Dance numbers were worked out in advance. There were
twelve sets of dances with three songs for each dance. Girls had dance
cards that they filled out all week. Ballroom dancing was taught during
intermissions. "We had people come in from the Aragon Ballroom and
teach these young people how to dance at the intermission, and our
organist would play for them.... The priests would walk around the
hall encouraging the bashful ones to take those free lessons."61
The Sunday night dances were primarily for young adults. High-
school freshmen were not allowed in until the end of the school year,
when they were almost sophomores. "They were just aching to get
there," related Father Tom. When many people returned from World
War II, the Sunday dances were too young for them, so Father McMa-
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hon began a Wednesday night dance for the more mature crowd. These
dances were just as popular. One evening drew 1,700.62 On Thursday
evening Father Tom occasionally hosted a dance for adults.63
How did the young people of the parish feel about the dances? "It
was the thing to be at," recalled G. Hendry.64 "Probably my best
memory of Sabina's after school," B. DesChatelets recounted, "was
when I started to go to the dances. And the dances were great." He
recalled Father McMahon's rules. "They had Andy Frain ushers.
There'd be three ofthem and I don't know how many hundreds ofpeople
would be at the dances. You probably had an area about as big as a
table to dance in..... It was in the days ofjitterbugging. They'd say no
breaking, because then you used to throw them out pretty far. These
three would walk around and if they came up and tapped you on the
shoulder and said 'Go sit down,' you'd go sit down; or they'd say 'Go on
outside, you've had it for the night,' you might put up and say 'Give us
a break,' but that's the way it was.... If you were holding a girl too
close, the nuns. would come and walk between yoU!"65 G. Hendry
agreed. "It was very, very, strictly run." Although he admitted to
testing the limits ofthe rules by smuggling in some liquor, he also said,
"There was a sense that you didn't want to defile it-especially coming
from the parish."66
B. Deschatelets also remembered the inflexible dress code. "You
had to wear in those days a suit coat-no air conditioning. And I can
remember the gyrations that we went through. You worked up a good
sweat.. 1 remember this one used to go between dances and wring his
coat out. And you'd ask if you could take the coat off: They'd say 'No,
no, no!' "67
The uncompromising regulations, however, did not hinder the
dance's popularity or stifle amorous feelings. "You'd make dates
there...... You'd get a date and then you'd go to the Highland Theater,
which was at one end of Sabina's, or we'd go to the Capitol Theater.."
St. Sabina's community center became the premiere Catholic match-
maker on the South Side. "I met my wife there," related B. DesChatelets.
"I asked her to dance. We were dancing around and I said 'Some day
I'm going to marry you.' "68 Mr. DesChatelets romantic hopes were
not unique.. G. Hendry said, "My marriage came out of there."69 T.
O'Rourke, who is retired and winters in the sunbelt, said, "I meet
people down in Florida who say 'I met my husband dancing at
Sabina's.' "70
Perhaps the most famous story ofSt. Sabina's matchmaking came
from a WGN radio broadcast in June 1939. A local milk company
sponsored a special show on which Quin Ryan of WGN interviewed
young couples applying for marriage licenses at City Hall.1 Ryan
interviewed three couples a day. One afternoon, in conversation with
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a couple, he found out that they had met at the St. Sabina dances. In
turn, the second couple revealed that they had met at this St. Sabina
activity. Ryan, then, turned to the third couple and said, "'I suppose
you met at St. Sabina's also,' " and they replied, " 'Yes, we did.' "71
"No doubt having the three couples on the program was a coinci-
I dence," Merlin Mungovan wrote, "but practically every Catholic young
person on the Far South Side has at some time or other attended the
St. Sabina Sunday Evening Dance. It is hard to say just how much this
event has contributed to Catholic Action."72
Father McMahon confirmed these results ofhis activities. "Every
place I go, I meet people-yes, every place-no matter where I go on
the South Side of Chicago, I'll meet them. 'You married me,' or 'I met
my husband or wife at St. Sabina's skating or at the dance.' This thing
happens so often. It makes you feel good that you had a part in it."73
Father McMahon did not limit his supervision ofthe young people
to the community center. "We used to police the neighborhood," he said.
"Mungovan and I would get in the car after the doors were closed and
we'd go around and see what was going on in the neighborhood..... If
we saw anything going on in a car or anything, we'd just pull up and
give them a dirty look and away they went and that was it. But there
wasn't much of it to tell the truth. We caught them spiking a coke one
time in an ice cream parlor, and we did something about that. They
never did it again..... Sure some ofthe kids got into trouble.... They'd
be out with a group in a car or something somewhere, and they'd be
drinking beer and they'd get caught doing it ... Ifthere were any fights
going on we'd stop them. And pretty soon we'd have them straightened
out."74 During his years at St. Sabina's, Father McMahon claimed that
there was never a boy or girl sent to juvenile court.75 "I think we gave
a good example," he said. "A lot of kids became priests because they
wanted to be like the priests of our vintage."76 J. Kill confirmed that
this was part of his inspiration for becoming a priest.77
The parents of St. Sabina's enthusiastically supported the super-
vised activities at the community center. Father Tom was never in
short supply ofvolunteers to assist in his endeavors. "They knew where
their kids were on a Sunday night and for the roller skating on Friday
nights," Father Tom asserted. "The people love what you're doing when
you're interested in their children and keeping them out of trouble."78
The dances "were very well supervised," concurred H. O'Connor.
"There was no trouble.... I think that kind of endeared people to the
parish."79
In 1956 The Seraph reminded the parish of the importance of the
center to their particular community: "The St. Sabina Sunday Night
Dance has been conducted for 30 successful years as a service to the
Catholic families of the neighborhood.... No other Sunday dance for
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the high school crowd has such a big band, big hall, or big crowd of
fellow Catholics."80
Parishioners believed the community center played an important
role in their identification with St. Sabina's. "Everything was there for
you," G. Hendry related.81 "The gymnasium had a good influence on
[parish identity], because we centered at the gymnasium," said J. Kill.
"You didn't center at the local park. . . . You just went over to the
gymnasium."82 K. Clair,said, "That's how we identified with the parish
as St. Sabina's, because we felt it was the best around because we had
the dances."83
The center, however, did not have a monopoly on all recreational
activities in the parish. Yet some ofthese other events were still under
Father Tom's auspices. He persuaded Monsignor Egan to purchase a
comer lot just to the north of the center to be used as a baseball field.
Preparing the lot for use turned into a community event. Father Tom
enlisted the help of"hundreds of teens, preteens, and young adults" to
cut down the weeds and even the ground. He enticed them to do this
back-breaking work by treating them to pop and ice cream. To fill in
the deep holes and level the ground, a parishioner who worked in the
steel mills delivered loads of slag to the new field. To keep the dust
from the slag from blowing into the nearby stores ofirate shop-owners,
Father Tom covered the slag with black dirt excavated by a contractor
who was installing a new sidewalk around the church for the pastor.
Glad to assist, the contractor hauled the dirt over and rolled the whole
field and donated additional dirt. "'I got kids of my own, Father,'" he
explained, " 'and I like the way you are trying to provide a place for
them to play and stay out oftrouble.' "The Holy Name Society donated
seed and within a few weeks the new baseball field had a blanket of
green grass.84
With the field completed, Father McMahon organized softball
leagues. They used sixteen-inch "Chicago style" balls and adhered to
slow pitch rules. Children's games were scheduled in the mornings and
afternoons, and evenings were reserved for the teens and young adults.
The two diamonds at opposite ends of the field were in constant use
throughout the summer months. "We took it for granted that every-
body played softball," related J. Nelligan.85 On some occasions four
games were played simultaneously out of the four corners of the lot.
Local merchants sponsored and outfitted the teams, and proudly
displayed trophies in their store windows if their team won.86
The children of the parish were not the only ones to take an
interest in sporting and social events. Some of the other assistant
priests organized an annual St. Sabina Golf Tournament. In its first
year, 1942, the outing attracted 89 men and eventually grew' to 237
annual participants. More came to the dinner that followed the event
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to socialize with their fellow parishioners. This brought the annual
total number of participants to 400.87
Adults also socialized in the "Mr. & Mrs. Club" at their monthly
dances or get-togethers. In 1949 they had a membership of311.88 Single
adults could join the Catholic Adult Social Club. And those out ofhigh
school had the Young People's Club, whose aim was "to foster Catholic
fellowship among its members."89
"One of the biggest and best social events of the year" at St.
Sabina's, though, was an annual parish picnic. In 1941 over ten
thousand people made their way to a nearby forest preserve for the
bucolic celebration of their parish's twenty-fifth anniversary. Picnics
in subsequent years were also successful. Busloads of people had to be
shuttled back and forth between St. Sabina's and the picnic groves.
"The pastor and priests think this is a marvelous way to bring our
people together and to solidify the parish spirit," The Seraph re-
ported.90
Children ofthe parish also could join the active Scouting program.
St. Sabina Scouting dated back to the founding of the Catholic Boy
Scout organization in 1930. FatherAshenden, along with a lawyer from
Our Lady Help of Christians, laid the foundation for a Catholic Scout-
ing league. Although affiliated with Boy Scouts of America, Chicago
Catholics continued the Catholic tradition in America of"separate but
equal" institutions by putting their scouting program under their own
religious auspices. Although Ashenden obtained permission to use the
Boy Scout name and follow their rules, Catholic Scouts were affiliated
with a parish and had a priest serve as their spiritual director. Scout
leaders were obligated to join the parish Holy Name Society and the
Scouts were initiated into the junior branch.91 Bishops Sheil's enthu-
siastic promotion of Catholic ScoutIng engendered 243 parish-affili-
ated Scout troops in Chicago by 1934. Sheil had hoped to nationalize
the Catholic Scout program. He never had the same success elsewhere.
Besides Boy Scouts, St. Sabina's scouting program came to include
the Cub Scouts, the Brownies, and the Girl Scouts. Each pack had up
to 150 children.92 Because of their parish affiliation, scouting focused
impressionable minds toward a Catholic-centered world. Scout rituals
usually included some religious component. The following description
ofthe closing ritual from The Seraph illustrates this aspect to Catholic
scouting: "The entire St. Sabina Scout Organization consisting ofCubs,
Brownies, Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, leaders, officers, parents and
friends ... convened at our Scout Hall and bearing our national colors
and the various Scout flags marched in orderly uniformed ranks to St.
Sabina Church for the religious services that bring each year of
scouting to a close."93 Scouts were led in prayer by their Spiritual
Director, Father William J. Quinlan, and Monsignor Gorey offered
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benediction. Girl Scouts also attended mass with their parents and
leaders on first Saturdays of the month, Our Lady of Fatima Day.94
The neighborhood also continued to be intertwined with the parish. "It
was home," D. Foertsch said of the neighborhood. "It was comfort-
able."95 In an area of two- and three-flats and small bungalows popu-
lated by large families, most belonging to St. Sabina's, socializing was
quite easy. "At night there were a lot of children out," J. Nelligan
recalled, "so if you wanted a bottle of pop, you could walk up to the
comer, get a drink of pop, and talk to twenty kids on your way over..
. . It was very safe. Everybody knew everybody. It was very friendly."96
An integral part ofneighborhood social life were the local taverns.
In traditional, peasant Ireland the sharing of "drink" was a courtesy
and symbolized the bonds of friendship.97 Its associations with hospi-
tality and sociability persisted·in the Irish subculture in Chicago and
St. Sabina's.98 The Irish showed a great deal of interest in the saloon
business from the time they arrived in the city. Unlike other ethnic
groups, who showed decreasing interest in the enterprise in succeeding
generations, the Irish tended to increase their involvement in the
liquor trade.99 "There were tons oftavems on 79th Street," recalled D.
Foertsch. "Different groups would go to different ones. . . . I'd say
almost all men [went]. Sometimes in the evening, some of the women
would go with their men as kind ofa social place to gO."I00
"There were taverns on every block," B. DesChatelets recalled.
"There was a place at 79th and Ada.... They'd have spontaneous
entertainment, singing, dancing.... There was a place at 79th and
Bishop that all the "greenies" went.... They're Irish wetbacks-a
bucket ofblood, a fight a minute in there! The Irish love to fight. They
just do.... It's just a fight to see who wins. II101 The association between
fighting and drinking in Irish culture dates back to pre-famine Ireland
and faction fights between extended clans. Gradually, fights evolved
among men into a form of" 'popular recreation ... that were held so
dear and enjoyed so much.' "102
On the comer of 79th and Laflin, outside·a tavern, some of the
more "notable" characters ofthe neighborhood used to sit on chairs and
play cards. Among them were Edward "Spike" O'Donnell, ofthe South
Side O'Donnell family bootleggers, who had tangled with and had been
subdued by AI Capone.103 "We'd call him 'Mister' O'Donnell," J. Nelli-
gan recalled.1M Next to him sat Buck Weaver, the White Sox third
baseman who, along with seven others, had been blacklisted for throw-
ing the 1919 World Series. The only evidence against Weaver was that
he had heard of the conspiracy but did not report it. He spent the rest
ofhis life a defeated man trying to clear his name-and playing cards
on 79th Street still sporting a White·Soxjacket. Although he was not
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a Catholic, when Weaver died and was laid out in a chapel at 79th and
Emerald Avenue, kneelers were placed before his coffin so his Catholic
friends in the area could pay tribute to him.lo5
Along with O'Donnell and Weaver "was a card dealer," related J.
Nelligan. "He wore a summer straw and he used to have a long-sleeved
shirt with the garter belts so he could deal. And there was a guy named
John Duffy-that was the hierarchy. And they used to bring these
kitchen chairs out on the comer. These gentlemen were 'retired.' "They
made sitting on chairs on the street comer such a distinguished affair
that young Nelligan looked forward to the day when he grew up and
retired so he could finally sit on the chairs.106
Seventy-ninth Street continued to be a lively thoroughfare.
Neighborhood businesses continued to prosper. "The stores in the area
were great," recalled D. Foertsch. lo7 Since most needs were met in the
neighborhood, venturing beyond it was a special occasion. J. Nelligan
reminisced, "Going around the other half of the world would be going
to 63rd and Halsted where they had a big dime store." A big excursion
for kids would be to take the 79th streetcar to Rainbow Beach on the
shores of Lake Michigan. "The only problem," he said, "was we were
all fair. We'd go ... once a month and we'd get burned. Then we couldn't
go back."lo8
The abundance of shops gave kids the opportunity for local jobs.
"Your jobs were ... in the parish," said G. Hendry. "I worked for a
supermarket ... two blocks away [from homel. I was a delivery boy."lo9
As the parish children got older, their jobs may have extended beyond
the neighborhood, but they often fit a similar pattern. "In high school,
you got to be an Andy Frain usher at White Sox park," said J. Nelligan.
"This was basically what everybody did."110
Besides job opportunities within the parish, the parish network
also gave individuals access to jobs. St. Sabina's "was in the eighteenth
ward and getting ajob [was through] who you knew and who you were
related to. . . . [I got a job with Streets and Sanitation] through my
wife's aunt. She said, 'George, would you like a job to make money to go
back to school?' And through her intercession, she got the job for me."l!!
In all respects, the parish of St. Sabina's remained a vital center of
community life for Catholics in the two decades following the start of
the Second World War. "It was a community. It was very good spirited,"
said Father McMahon. "I think because of the priests and the sisters
and the school. Everything was centered around the parish."ll2 St.
Sabina's varied activities led The Seraph to boast that "this spirit of
cooperation is the earmark that has made Saint Sabina the parish
everyone wants to live in."113
Although there were forces at work, such as the growth of indus-
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trial unions, political coalitions, and the spread ofmass popular culture
and consumerism, in Chicago and across the nation to help ethnic and
racial groups recognize common interests, there were still limits as to
how much people were willing to move in this direction. None of these
forces, many in the Church felt, could substitute for the deep spiritual
and psychological needs that were satisfied within a Catholic subcul-
ture. Indeed, some of these things were seen to be direct threats to
fundamental values. While in the political arena or at work, Catholics
pursued common objectives with others; the intimate aspects of their
lives were still expressed in this subculture.
This made the parish community exclusive and insulated its
members in a "Catholic" world. "There was no reason to stretch out to
any other place," said Mildred Joyce, "because you had that wide
territory ofyour own people. And naturally, you feel towards your own
kind."114 People "were proud of that when they were living there,"
recalled H. O'Connor.115 The parish as a way of life was not unique to
St. Sabina's, but extended through many Chicago neighborhoods. The
"City ofNeighborhoods" was in certain areas more a "City ofParishes."
The parish community was defined by locality and mutual devo-
tions, values, and sentiments. Some sociologists have emphasized
territorial aspects to community, while other scholars have thought it
more profitable to think of community as an experience, a sense of
"we-ness," rather than merely of people living in the same locality.116
Whatever their emphasis, historians and sociologists have often de-
cried the urban, industrial world as an enemy of community. This
much-heralded demise of community has perplexed old parishioners
of St. Sabina's. "They keep talking about community and how there
isn't any," complained T. O'Rourke. "Well, we had it back then!"117
More recently sociologists and ethnic historians have come to
better understand the regeneration ofcommunity in immigrant Amer-
ica. Thomas Bender argues that scholars must look to the historical
record to reformulate models of"community" and must reject theories
that argue for static or debilitated communities. Recent works have
demonstrated that individuals are continually adapting and
readapting themselves to the various changes in the modem world to
meet their personal needs for intimacy and a sense ofbelonging.118 In
his impressive synthesis of immigration and ethnic history, John
Bodnar argues that immigrants successfully adapted traditional build-
ing blocks of community, such as the family and churches, to the
modem world as a means to better cope with the vast changes con-
fronting the individual. l19
St. Sabina's was a re-creation ofthe Old World parish community
adapted to urban America. It was a vital and dynamic parish that
provided a positive experience ofliving in a large city. For the individ-
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ual, life in St. Sabina's was more of a small-town affair than the
impersonal, detached existence often attributed to those who inhabit
our great cites. Catholicism provided the meaningful beliefs, values,
institutions, and rituals necessary to bind members of a community.
The devotional style of Catholicism that persisted during this time in
St. Sabina's continually called people over to the church. The school
centralized children's experiences toward a parish world. The belief
that children and adults needed wholesome and Catholic-influenced
social activities and recreation further extended and enhanced the
parish's function in the community. In many respects, the parish
nurtured and strengthened the individual and the family spiritually,
intellectually, physically, and socially. It was a place were people
looked out for each other and supported one another.
The need for community is an essential part of the human condi-
tion. However, a community can become exclusive and defensive if
interlopers threaten to change its nature. While St. Sabina's sought to
create a positive Christian environment for its parishioners and basi-
cally did, it also created a protected and defensive world. Parish
members could accept the presence of others not of their community
up to a point and could live with others not oftheir kind as long as their
community was not encroached upon. But the parish could also become
defensive toward any threats, real or perceived, that might pollute or
destroy their parish, whether it was the YMCA, too many Protestants,
dimly lit roller rinks, or other people with whom they were too unfa-
miliar, who threatened to overrun their neighborhood.
The Irish of Chicago's South Side entered the decade of the 1960s
secure in the knowledge that one of their own controlled city hall, that
John F. Kennedy was on his way to the White House, and that their
network of parishes provided security and solidarity. But waves of
change within the Church, within the parish, and, most significant,
within the city were already washing against the borders of St.
Sabina's and its sister parishes. Racial change would threaten the
comfortable, existing definitions of community and offer an opportu-
nity to enrich and broaden the religious and social vision ofthe parish.
6-------------
The Troubles: Racial Tension
and the Parish Community
While the parish continued to be a vital force within the Irish-Ameri-
can community after World War II, external forces were at work to
challenge it physically, intellectually, and spiritually. Chicago's black
belt began to explode in population as the Great Migration of black
refugees from the South poured into the city during these years. This
forced many blacks to seek homes in many traditionally all-white
neighborhoods and parishes. In addition, new ideas, partly brought on
by this crisis and partly by American Catholicism's maturation, would
challenge popular notions ofCatholicism's role in parish communities.
Some clergy and laity made tremendous efforts to broaden the
Church's vision beyond its traditional parameters, while others clung
to the old ways.
Breaking down barriers between ethnic and racial groups in Chi-
cago has been a slow and painful process. Even within Catholic ranks
there were always sharp and bitter divisions. Finley Peter Dunne's Mr.
Dooley was not the only Irish American to regard the influx of other
immigrants into his domain as similar to the barbarian descent upon
ancient Rome. St. Gregory's, a German parish on Chicago's North Side,
described the arrival of the Irish after World War I in similar unflat-
tering terms: "'The great influx of our Celtic parishioners was the
finishing blow, ofcourse, and the old ways were swept away by the new
as St. Gregory grew and grew and grew.' "1
National"parishes segregated Catholics and facilitated deep cleav-
ages between co-religionists. Bridgeport, for example, which was only
two miles long and a half-mile wide, had four territorial parishes (read
Irish) and nine national churches.2 People segregated themselves
residentially even within this single neighborhood around their na-
tional parishes.3 The Chicago Tribune commented upon the relations
between the Irish and the Germans, who had been the original settlers:
"Their characteristics are totally antagonistic, as much so as oil and
water, and with a still further difference, that no agent is known which
will cause their bases to coalesce and form a new substance."4 Eyen as
late as the 19308 priests from different national parishes would cross
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the street rather than be forced to acknowledge each other.5 Parents
and priests often pressured their children to marry within their na-
tionality group. One woman whose Irish mother grew up in a predomi-
nantly Italian neighborhood said she never forgot the intense
loneliness and isolation of her childhood. She swore all Italians were
connected to the Mafia and continually warned her daughters never to
marryone.6
In the suburb of Cicero, similar feelings existed. Roman Catholic
Poles and Czechs made no effort to hide their wariness of Protestant
newcomers, who for years were considered an "out group." There was
not, however, any reported violence and their presence was tolerated
ifit was not welcomed.7 Nearby in Berwyn, where Bohemians predomi-
nated, resentment was directed against Irish and Italians when they
began to move into the area in the 1950s. When Irish priests "took over"
St. Odilo's, there were many protests, which led to some Irish families
being forced to leave because of "unfriendly attitudes."8
The fiery crosses of the Ku Klux Klan greeted the establishment
ofa Catholic church in the upscale, WASP community ofBeverly Hills
in the 1920s. Although anti-Catholic sentiment remained strong for
many years, it did not prevent the growth ofSt. Barnabas or any other
Catholic parish in the community.9 Priests in Back of the Yards
eventually learned to work with each other in the Neighborhood
Council, and "mixed" marriages between Catholic ethnic groups be-
came more common.10 However, in middle-class communities such as
Auburn-Gresham, institutional separation of religious groups still
persisted. White ethnics generally were able to take advantage of
housing opportunities in new real estate developments as their eco-
nomic situation improved.
Many whites in Chicago liked to think that the same process of
assimilation applied to blacks as well. Mayor Richard J. Daley, for
example, liked to consider the black community as simply one more
group that would follow the same pattern of material success and
accommodation of white ethnics. This view, however, was willfully
blind to other realities facing the Mrican-American community. As the
black population grew and their demands for housing and jobs in-
creased, white hostility mounted. On the eve of the First World War a
black ghetto was taking definite shape. White hostility and clashes
between the races made separate spheres appear to be the only
peaceable solution to race relations.!1
Chicago's black community dates back to the city's earliest days.
In the late 1840s fugitive slaves and freed blacks settled in the area.
Like the Irish, they tended to live for the most part on the South Side
and to a certain extent west of the downtown business district. How-
ever, during the nineteenth century their numbers remained small
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compared with the growing immigrant population. In 1860 blacks
numbered only a thousand. By 1890 their numbers had increased to
fifteen thousand, which was only 1.3 percent of the total population.12
By the 1870s Illinois law guaranteed blacks basic civil rights such
as the right to vote and the right to attend any school. By the 1880s
public places were legally forbidden to discriminate against them.
Initially, blacks were not residentially segregated. Like other ethnic
groups, they tended to group themselves, but most lived in mixed
neighborhoods. Black businessmen and professionals enjoyed social
and economic good will in their relations with whites. Black leaders
championed integration in all civic institutions.13
Yet the historical experience ofblacks in Chicago would differ from
other ethnic groups in several respects. Although immigrants faced
problems ofdiscrimination in housing and employment, blacks had an
even more difficult time. Public places were not always open to them
regardless of the law. The city wa~ growing rapidly and offered scores
of new industrial jobs; blacks, however, were often barred from these
new opportunities. While the Irish and other immigrants were able to
take advantage of opportunities in the new growth enterprises of
construction, transportation, and industry, blacks had a much harder
time getting these jobs. As long as there was a continuous supply of
white immigrants, employers were. reluctant to create strife in the
workplace by hiring blacks. Ifthey did employ them, they were usually
the last hired and the first fired, or they were taken on as scabs, which
further aggravated white workers. Many unions refused to admit
blacks, while others segregated them into separate and subordinate
locals and seldom took their needs seriously. Blacks did not fare much
better in the civil service, an Irish preserve, although it was theoreti-
cally open to all. Blacks were forced into domestic and personal service
for lack of other alternatives. There they were separated from the
growing opportunities of the burgeoning metropolis, confined to dead-
end jobs.14
World War I opened up new economic opportunities for blacks.
Immigration was drastically reduced due to the conflict, and American
businesses faced labor shortages at a time when demands for produc-
tion were great. Employers had no choice but to depend upon home
labor. Race and sex were overlooked as impediments to employment.
Labor agents began combing the South for job recruits for the steel
mills, railroads, and stockyards. These new openings arose at the same
time Southern agriculture collapsed. The lure ofgreater opportunities
and the possibility ofmaking a new life enticed many Southern blacks
to the North. "Northern fever" rather than the immigrant's "American
fever" met the manpower for America's industrial needs during the
war. Chicago was also renowned as the home ofthe Defender-the most
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popular and outspoken champion ofblack America, which also encour-
aged' blacks to come northward, particularly to Chicago, to escape
Southern Jim Crow laws. Between 1916 and 1919 over 50,000 blacks
came to Chicago.15
Blacks migrated to the industrial states of Illinois, Ohio, Pennsyl-
vania, New York, and Michigan. Chicago, however, was the Mecca for
many black migrants. The Illinois Central Railroad provided easy
access to the city for blacks from Louisiana, Arkansas, and Mississippi.
The 12th Street Station on the South Side was the terminus of the
Illinois Central. Blacks found homes nearby in the increasingly con-
gested black belt. 16
Whites responded by trying to impose upon them legal restrictions
in housing, schools, and public accommodations. When unsuccessful at
that, some resorted to violence. During these years after the war a kind
ofguerrilla warfare was waged against blacks. They were assaulted on
the streets, playgrounds, and beaches, and their homes were bombed.
When servicemen returned from the war, the situation was aggravated
by a shortage in housing and jobs in a recessionary economy.17
A full-scale riot occurred in the summer of 1919 when, at a beach,
a black youth was stoned by whites and subsequently drowned for
failing to respect the "imaginary" line whites had drawn to divide the
races in the water. When the police failed to make any arrests, some
blacks attacked several white men. Whites retaliated by beating or
stabbing any black they found in their neighborhoods. The rioting
continued throughout the South Side for the next week. While both
sides committed the atrocities, it was the black community that suf-
fered the most casualties. And the end result was to harden the lines
of segregation in Chicago. 18
Any chance for peaceful integration in Chicago was dealt a mortal
blow by the riot. The experience confirmed for the black community
the importance of self-reliance and the need to develop their own
internal resources. After the Great Migration abated at the onset of
the Great Depression, the black belt had very specific boundaries
ranging from 22nd to 55th Streets and Wentworth Avenue to Cottage
Grove. This area was more and more exclusively black, where it once
had enjoyed at least a modicum ofracial mixture. Within this enclosed
community blacks strove to reinforce their institutional bases and
practically created a city within a city. Yet poverty, inexperience with
urban, industrial skills, and lack of financial resources hampered the
development ofa solid and stable black economy and community. Their
community was the product of discrimination, not choice, and re-
mained dependent on the white world beyond its borders for services
and goods. 19
No other group was as restricted to a certain location in the city as
120 What Parish Are You From?
blacks were. Those who had achieved economic success were unable to
move beyond these racial boundaries. Neither housing agencies on the
local or national level nor slum reformers were interested in altering
the status quo between the races.20
The Great Depression eased the pressure on the black belt as jobs
dried up and migration slowed down. Clashes between whites and
blacks temporarily abated. By the Second World War, however, black
migration resumed as wartime jobs once again lured them from the
South to the North. Blacks were also "pushed" northward by the
invention of the cotton picker, which made the sharecropping system
obsolete and made thousands ofblack agricultural laborers jobless. By
1950 the black population reached 13.6 percent ofChicago's residents,
and by 1960 it had grown to 22.9 percent. The black belt, with its aging
and deteriorating homes, could no longer contain all the blacks who
were forced to live in it. For some blacks, poverty was no longer an
obstacle to better housing. As middle-class whites moved to the sub-
urbs with the postwar housing boom, the black middle class was able
to move into the areas they vacated. However, as the boundaries ofthe
black belt expanded block by block, fear spread through many nearby
white neighborhoods. Many formed neighborhood organizations in
which members pledged not to sell to blacks. In 1948, the Supreme
Court ruled that these restrictive covenants were illegal. When white
communities had no legal means to keep blacks out of their neighbor-
hoods, some people resorted to violence.21
Racial succession from the expanding black belt into contiguous
areas, rather than a more random pattern of integration, came to be
the standard form ofpopulation transfer within Chicago. This practice
was abetted by lending institutions and the real estate industry. Banks
were loath to invest in mortgages in "threatened" white neighborhoods.
It was· difficult, then, for blacks to buy in these area. To keep whites
in the neighborhood, landlords and realtors lowered costs. Despite
these efforts, realtors were pessimistic about the future of the neigh-
borhood and were reluctant to invest in maintenance. These areas,
then, began showing signs ofdeterioration before blacks even reached
them. Whites interpreted this decline to be due to the encroaching
black belt and subsequently left.22
Real estate speculators or "blockbusters" played a crucial role in
this changeover process. Some "panic peddlers" had no qualms about
spreading rumors, encouraging fear, or in harassing white homeown-
ers about the prospect of having black neighbors. Other realtors tried
to maintain some degree of "respectability" by not selling to blacks
until they composed at least 50 percent ofthe neighborhood population.
Others used lower percentages. These brokers, though, stood to gain
by the activities of less scrupulous realtors. Whites, who were too
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ashamed to "break" the neighborhood by selling to blacks, were easy
prey fbr these speculators. For fear oflosing all the value oftheir homes
if blacks moved in, they would sell to a speculator at reduced market
value, but higher than ifthey sold to blacks directly. Blacks, then, who
were unable to obtain financing through conventional methods, went
through these speculators to get money needed to purchase a home.
They were generally forced to pay a much higher price than the
speculator paid for the property. Although they only needed a small
down-payment, monthly costs were very high. This left little money for
maintenance and forced some to "double up"-taking in more people
to help meet the payments. Those blacks who rented in these newer
areas also faced deteriorating buildings. Many apartments were con-
verted into "kitchenettes," which caused overcrowding in the facilities,
or blacks were forced to pay higher reI)ts, which were not reinvested
in the building. As these areas deteriorated, white fear of black prop-
erty destruction was reinforced.23
This process of neighborhood succession seemed inevitable. How-
ever, after the war the federal government began to exert some pres-
sure on cities to end segregated ghettoes. Mayor Kelly's administration
also worked to alleviate pressure in the black belt. The Chicago
Housing Authority (ellA), under the direction ofElizabeth Wood, tried
to build scattered site homes for blacks as well as veterans. However,
whites in outlying districts responded with violence. White politicians
brought the agency under the jurisdiction of the city council, thereby
ending any integration hopes. By 1947, Kelly had been succeeded by
Martin H. Kennelly as mayor, and by 1954 Wood had been fired for her
liberal policies. The ClIA stopped experimenting with progressive
policies, and once again the status quo was in place. High-rise public
housing was built to keep the growing black population within its
traditional confines. By 1960, the black ghetto was much larger than
in 1919, and it was more firmly entrenched in the city's landscape.24
When blacks came North, they were not just moving into urban
America, they were also invading the heartland of Catholic America.
Catholics were not unique in their fear and resentment of blacks. It
took city-wide resentment of blacks to create the first ghetto. The
power elite of the city were content to keep blacks in a subordinate
social, economic, and political position. Since so many Catholics and
blacks competed for similar jobs and neighborhoods, Catholics often
stood out as major protagonists in the conflict over neighborhoods, with
the Irish often in the front-line trenches.
The Irish themselves were no strangers to resentment and dis-
crimination. Of all immigrants, they had arrived in America with the
least amount ofskills to offer employers or apply to urban living. Their
lowly status and dependence on unskilled work made them more
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suspicious and resentful ofblack competition. As one former Chicagoan
noted, "Nine-tenths ofall immigrants from the Green Isle were at best
adapted only to the commonest labor, and so came often not only in
close contact, but even in direct competition with blacks, both bond and
free."25 In 1864 the Chicago Tribune noted the same propensity among
the Irish to resent blacks, saying "It is a little singular that no class of
people in Chicago fear the competition of the handful of blacks here
except the lrish."26 Of course, the WASPish Tribune had no under-
standing of the trying circumstances of the Irish laborer. The paper
chastised them by arguing that their experience should have made
them sympathetic to the black plight: "The Irish are the most illogical
people on the face of the earth. Of all nationalities they should be the
strongest abolitionists. Possessing but little property, depending on
their hands for support, having but few skilled workmen among them,
most ofthem being "raw laborers" they above all men have the deepest
interest in making labor free and thereby honorable."27 Free black
labor, however, meant fewer jobs for the Irish.
Although many thousands of Irishmen fought and died for the
Union cause in the Civil War, some Irish had difficulty arousing
enthusiasm for a war to free slaves when they considered themselves
"wage slaves" in northern factories and had not won much empathy
from social reformers to alleviate their plight. The race problem in Civil
War Chicago is illustrated in the following account. "Whenever there
was a notable Union victory, the North Side would burst spontaneously
into a furor of enthusiasm, while matters down in the densely popu-
lated southwest region would be reduced to a mere simmer. But no
sooner was there a Rebel victory than it was the tum ofBridgeport and
its appendages to celebrate; and these demonstrations generally took
the form of hunting down any poor colored brother who might have
strayed inadvertently within those delectable precincts."28
The Chicago Irish were not alone in their mixed feelings about
blacks and the war. In the summer of 1863, the New York Irish
responded to a new Draft Act that would impose a heavy burden on
the community with the worst riot in American history. Thousands of
working men, already angered by blacks brought to the city as strike-
breakers, took to the streets for four days. Eleven blacks and an Indian
mistaken for black were killed and a black orphanage was burned.
Twelve hundred rioters were killed by police and soldiers.29
The South Side of Chicago would continue to be a staging ground
between white ethnics and blacks into the twentieth century. It was
estimated by the Illinois Commission of Human Relations, which
investigated the race riots of 1919, that 41 percent of the conflicts
between whites and blacks occurred in the white neighborhoods
around the stockyards. Athletic clubs from Bridgeport, including the
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Hamburgs, Richard J. Daley's club, roamed streets looking for blacks
to beht up. They often formed the core of mob scenes.30
As the black belt expanded in the years after the Second World
War, it moved west of State Street and then pushed south. By 1950 it
had reached 71st Street. Halsted Street, which was now just blocks
from the ghetto, had been the thoroughfare that the Irish had taken
in their climb to the middle class. For blacks to move into neighbor-
hoods west of Halsted meant a confrontation between old enemies.
During the week of November 7, 1949, a riot broke out at 56th and
Peoria Street in Visitation parish. The American Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU) of Chicago called this area "one of the most dangerous spots,
potentially, in the human relations field in this city."31 This tradition-
ally Irish neighborhood was reputed to have been growing increasingly
apprehensive as the black belt crept closer to its borders. Just a week
before the riot a black family purchased a home in the area. When
rumors of the sale r'eached the community, a meeting was held in the
parish hall. A block organization was formed to try to "maintain the
standards" of the community. Its activities were sanctioned by
Visitation's pastor, Monsignor Daniel Byrnes, who had promised to
buy property before blacks would have a chance to move in. The
block organization distributed signs for all to place in their win-
dows that said, "This property not for sale." "This was to discour-
age letters coming into the parish offering to 'buy your property
at any price.' "32 This organizational network facilitated the
spread of rumors. 33
On October 15, 1949 a Jewish man by the name ofAaron Bindman
moved into a house at 56th and Peoria Street within the boundaries of
Visitation parish. He was the secretary-treasurer of a CIO local. On
Tuesday, November 8, he held a reception for his local, which included
some blacks. When ten to twelve blacks were seen entering the home,
people immediately assumed the property was being shown to poten-
tial black buyers. "From this simple and harmless occasion," wrote the
ACLU, "developed the most violent outbreak of anti-Negro, anti-Se-
mitic feeling in the recent history ofChicago."34
As the rumor network went into action on Peoria Street, people
began coming out onto their porches and front steps. At 10:30 p.m.
the block captain was urged to knock on the door to find out what the
situation was. Although Bindman explained the nature ofthe meeting,
the block captain insisted that the blacks leave. Bindman refused and
the police were called in. By that time a group of fifty or sixty people
were assembled outside the home, hurling taunts and threats at the
people inside. Although the priests at Visitation were alerted to the
gathering, they made no attempt to quell it. The police also made no
effort to disperse the crowd, many of whom were their neighbors, but
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they did escort the blacks out of the building and neighborhood. That
night there was no violence.35
On the next evening, however, a crowd nearing two hundred
gathered outside Bindman's home. Again no attempt was made to
disperse them by the fifteen policemen present as the mob shouted out
abuses at the man inside. Some began to throw bricks, but no arrests
were made. But besides racial fears, anti-Semitism began to pervade
the throng. People began shouting insults such as "Let's have a necktie
party. Kill the sheenies. Lynch the Jews. Hitler didn't bum enough
Jews-let's finish the job."36
Many outsiders, particularly students from the University ofChi-
cago, were drawn to the vicinity as news ofthe conflict spread through-
out the South Side. Their presence only exacerbated the situation by
encouraging locals to interpret the incident as part of a "Communist
plot" directed against their community.37 A policeman explained to a
reporter that "one batch were properly beaten because they were
Communists." When asked how he knew they were, he replied, "Be-
cause they are Jews."38
Despite efforts by the ACLU and the Commission on Human
Relations, Mayor Kennelly and the police commissioner took no action
to reduce the tension. By Friday night the crowd numbered nearly four
hundred and turned violent, not only against those in the Bindman
home, but toward all "outsiders." Gangs of youths began roaming
through the streets looking for these "troublemakers." To identify
them, the youths asked "What parish are you from?" Not being from a
parish, many University of Chicago students became victims. Since
few blacks lived on the west side ofHalsted Street, gangs moved to the
thoroughfare, pulled blacks off the streetcars and beat them, and
turned over any cars that blacks were driving. The police, many of
whom lived in the neighborhood, were sympathetic to the mob. Vio-
lence continued on Saturday night. However, the police officer who
had quelled a racial incident in Park Manor was assigned to Peoria
Street. This action could not have come sooner as more militant
members of the black community set out for Peoria Street to retali-
ate. Arrests were made and the crowd disbanded. By Monday morn-
ing fifty-four persons appeared in court to answer for their actions.
Most of the cases were eventually dropped because police practices
in making arrests were less than exemplary, making prosecutions
impossible.39
In the weeks that followed the Mayor and the police department
were subject to increasing criticism by human relations groups and the
press. Their behavior in Englewood was more perplexing in light of
another racial incident that had received prompt police action. On Ithe
same night that the trouble started on Peoria Street, another crowd
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assembled at 74th and South Park (now Dr. Martin Luther King Drive)
to demonstrate against a black family that was moving into a home in
that neighborhood. The police at the Grand Crossing station took
immediate action and protected the black family.40 Nonetheless, Ken-
nelly, considered a reformer, began to lose his prestige in liberal and
black communities.
Because of these incidents, along with outbreaks of racial violence
in Cicero, which was heavily Catholic, Catholics became increasingly
identified with racial violence in Chicago. An article in the Congress
Weekly stated, "The Catholic Church, itself, appears to be continuing
to foster the belief that a man has a right to determine who his
neighbors will be."41 In the South Deering Methodist Church's news-
letter, which described the formation of a Ministerial Alliance of four
Protestant ministers and a Jewish rabbi, their minister stated, "We
also continue to look to the day when the Roman Catholic church will
take action locally toward ending the community tension, as the bulk
of the problem lies with their constituency."42
However, many clergy and laity in the Catholic Church were very
concerned with interracial justice and were not idly sitting by while
these outbreaks occurred. In 1945, the Catholic Interracial Council
(CIC) was founded in Chicago. It was a lay organization not affiliated
with the Archdiocese but recognized by it. The Council also had the
invaluable assistance of Rev. Daniel Cantwell. Cantwell had been on
the faculty of St. Mary of the Lake Seminary. He was dedicated to
social, labor, and interracial justice, and strongly advocated lay par-
ticipation in Church matters.43
"The biggest single social phenomenon and social crisis in Chi-
cago," said John McDermott, a former director ofCIC, "was the chang-
ing neighborhood. . . . The process was chaotic and violent and
disastrous.... Everyone went away feeling they had lost something of
value It was devastating to many parishes.... Blacks were embit-
tered It was not a pleasant experience to have people walk away
from you as if you were a leper"44
Within this troubled situation the primary goal of the CIC was "to
educate and mold public opinion, particularly the opinion of Catholics
in matters calling for the application of the Catholic principles of
interracialjustice."45 The CIC took as its mandate a statement by Pope
Pius XII on "Human Solidarity" in which he said that racism was the
outstanding heresy of the age. "Our motivation in the CIC must be
directed by both natural and supernatural objectives in restoring the
oneness of the human family."46 CIC's aim to help end discrimination
against minorities encompassed the areas of employment, housing,
education, schools, and hospitals. Its methods were to work through
existing church organizations and create "cells" in parishes, and to
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work with civic organizations and official agencies.47 By 1949 CIC's
meetings were attended by 100 to 250 people of both races.48
When the race riots broke out in Visitation and in St. Columbanus
parish, along with riots at the Airport Homes and in Fernwood, the
CIC sadly noted that many of the rioters were Catholic. In February
1950, a CIC member wrote, "It is certainly true that the pastor in the
Englewood area where the Peoria Street Riot occurred is not friendly
to Negroes and is outspokenly on the side of racial segregation. Even
the Cardinal hasn't been able to do anything about him."49
Particularly troubling to the CIC was that most pastors were one
with their people in their feelings about blacks. Priests schooled in the
"brick and mortar" era of American Catholicism naturally ended up
putting undue emphasis on the buildings and community they had
helped build. They believed that if blacks moved into the parish, it
would be "ruined." They "seem to base the success of the parish upon
the bank balance," wrote a CIC member.50 In Berwyn, Father P.J.
Buckley, pastor of St. Odilo's parish, claimed that nine out of ten
pastors there were more concerned with their property than with
human values.51 Many did not want to loose their fiefdoms.
The beliefs of the pastors and their people fed on each other.
Pastors justified their positions by saying, "My people hate the nig-
gers," while parishioners were given the message that it was all right
to do so. "The official teaching of the Church was clear," said McDer-
mott, "Pastors and priests, many of them knew better, but they also
didn't like to see their parish falling apart. They hoped they wouldn't
have to go somewhere else.... And people were coming to them with
heart-rending tales about what was happening and expecting the
Church to be sympathetic."52 The CIC lamented that "it seems that it
has come to the point where Catholics believe our Church condones
and approves segregation.. .. Our people seem to think there is
nothing wrong in hating, as such, and its outward expression-mob
violence. In fact, they seem to act as though it is a holy crusade, and
their hate and spleen is not entirely against the Negro but is often
anti-Semitic."53
McDermott also pointed out that the process became associated
not only with racial change but decline in physical and social stand-
ards. "This led a lot of white people to think it is perfectly reasonable
to resist. They were resisting people who were going to tear down the
neighborhood." For over twenty years the CIC tried to convince people
that part ofthe reason for the problem was due to their panicking. "But
when you're sitting in a changing neighborhood, you don't want to hear
about the whole picture. It sounds academic."54
Black Catholics were not any more warmly received in these
parishes or in other Catholic institutions such as schools and hospitals
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than were non-Catholic blacks. In fact, blacks were often outrightly
barie'd from admission to churches, schools, and hospitals, even though
white Protestants were permitted in these Catholic establishments.
Protestants, however, were not entirely comfortable within this Catho-
lic subculture. Some thought it necessary to lie about their religion to
get better care in Catholic hospitals.55
Chicago's black Catholic population was quite small. But its expe-
riences in the Church were unique compared to other ethnic Catholics.
In 1889, Rev. John Augustine Tolton, who was among the American
Catholic Church's first black priests, was appointed to organize St.
Monica's parish at 36th and Dearborn. It was the first black Catholic
church in Chicago. The small black Catholic community had previously
been worshipping in the basement ofOld St. Mary's at their own mass.
They had asked to have their own parish even though they could attend
other masses and churches. When the small congregation could not
meet its expenses, the Catholic women ofSt. James and St. Elizabeth
parishes held a fund-raising bazaar for them. In 1924, St. Monica's was
consolidated with St. Elizabeth's and became the center for black
Catholic Chicago.56
When Archbishop Mundelein came to Chicago on the eve of the
Great Migration, he designated St. Monica's as reserved exclusively
for the black Catholic community. They were not, though, to be ex-
cluded from attending other parishes. St. Monica's appeared to be
simply another "national" parish. However, white territorial parishes
often exercised their prerogative to exclude blacks or treat them as
second-class parishioners. Ifblacks wanted to be full-fledged members
of a parish, they had to go to St. Monica's or St. Elizabeth's.57
Cardinal Stritch also failed to attend to the needs of black Catho-
lics. However, when racial conflicts began to brew in his parishes after
the second wave of black migration, he was called upon to clarify the
Church's position on the race issue. In 1946, he declared unequivocally
to the Chicago Commission on Human Relations "that the Catholic
Churches of this city are open to Catholics from all minority groups
and that this held for the parochial schools attached to the parishes."
He was also concerned that whites not run from their neighborhoods
"but instead . . . remain there and welcome these new community
residents."58 When Cicero exploded with riots, Stritch instructed all
the pastors ofthat suburb to deliver sermons on the equality ofall men
and on property rights.59
Not all parishes were as reactionary and hostile as Visitation. Old
St. John's Church, where in the last century Father Waldron chased
Irish ruffians with a blackthorn stick, made it its mission to serve the
local black community. The pastor, Father William D. O'Brien, wrote
the CIC of the positive things Old 'St. John's was doing for interracial
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justice. He said, "St. John's congregation consists of about twenty
Negro families and not one White family within its borders, although
there are perhaps a few score ofWhite people who, in the good weather,
come to Mass on Sunday.....Cardinal Stritch said that St. John's
branch of the St. Vincent De Paul Society was the best in Chicago
because your humble servant is personally taking care of its local
needs."60
At St. Joachim's in Chatham Monsignor William H. Byron insisted
his parishioners welcome blacks as their equals. In 1951, the parish
school had eighty black pupils out of four hundred enrolled.61 In 1950
the CIC claimed that at least fifty parishes were integrated on all
levels.62
The CIC was not the only organized Catholic effort to fight racism
in Chicago. Friendship House also played a key role in helping the
Catholic Church combat racism on the South Side. Friendship House
was founded by the Baroness Catherine de Hueck. Although she was
born to the Russian aristocracy, the Bolshevik Revolution plunged her
into poverty. After the war she and her husband found employment in
Toronto, where she began her·first Friendship House. It was originally
inspired by her experience with Communism. She believed that if she
could help the poor and unemployed, they would be less attracted to
Communism.63
Friendship House evolved into a Catholic community center simi-
lar to settlement houses, except that it was less bureaucratic and
strongly. religious. In the late 1930s de Hueck opened a Friendship
House in Harlem, New York. While there, she saw not only the
material deprivation of black people but also that they were being
denied basic human justice and love. From that time on Friendship
House's primary mission was to work for the advancement of blacks.
Martin de Porres, a black saint, became the patron saint of the
movement.64
De Hueck worked to get the Catholic hierarchy to be more forth-
right on the question of racial justice. She frequently corresponded
with Bishop Sheil in Chicago. Sheil invited her to open 8· Friendship
House in Chicago in St. Elizabeth's parish. By 1942, Chicago opened
its House with seven staff workers and twenty volunteers. It later
expanded to several hundred volunteers. Father Daniel Cantwell
served as their chaplain. The people who made up the movement were
convinced that ordinary people could improve society in small but
profound ways. Their work involved direct assistance to the needy in
the neighborhood. They tried to educate people both at the local and
national levels on racial justice and to engage in social. action. They
were interested in housing, political rights, employment, education,
health care, recreation, and worship.65
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With all of the effort being put forth by members of the Catholic
community to deal with racial problems in Chicago, charges against
the Church's failure to do so were a real affront to those involved. In
1953, the CIC wrote a letter to the Council Against Discrimination
saying that they were "greatly disturbed by what appears to be a
failure on the part of some CAD leadership to admit that Catholics
have done anything positive."66
Changing individual attitudes in the chaotic and fear-ridden
neighborhoods and parishes that were one by one being enveloped by
the black belt was not an easy task. The pastor of St. Sabina parish,
Monsignor John McMahon, was one ofa number ofCatholics who tried
to use the values of the parish community to create an integrated
neighborhood and to prepare St. Sabina's for racial change.
7----------------
Make No Small Plans: The Parish
Community and the OSC
As the black belt moved further south and west after World War II,
neighborhood after neighborhood succumbed to fear, hostility, panic
peddling, violence, and ultimately to white flight. Confusion, division,
bitterness, and resentment worked their way through succeeding
neighborhoods and parishes. Religious groups fought each other as
they groped to find solutions for their disintegrating communities. It
appeared as though nothing could halt the destructive process that
physically and psychologically wounded people and communities.
Monsignor John McMahon, however, who became pastor of St.
Sabina's in 1952, refused to submit to the idea that the presence of
blacks meant the death knell for a neighborhood. Monsignor McMa-
hon represented a shift in the traditional view of the parish's
function. According to his vision the parish should aim to be more
than a place to fill the social and spiritual needs of the individual.
He hoped to offer a wider vision of the Church's role in society. He
knew he needed to prepare his people for the inevitable day when
Chicago's growing black population would begin looking for homes
in St. Sabina's.1
Father McMahon had come from St. Charles Borromeo parish on
12th" Street just west of Holy Family parish. During the late 1940s,
blacks began moving into the area and their children began attending
the parish schooL Compared to other parishes on the South and West
sides, however, St. Charles managed to remain integrated for nearly
twenty years.2 When he was transferred to St. Sabina's, John McMa-
hon was told that it, too, could expect to change racially, given the
migrations that were taking place on the South Side. His plan was to
prepare his people to deal with change and to slowly integrate so that
the benefits of the community would not be destroyed.3
John McMahon was a tall, slim man graced with a gentle, spiritual
nature and no particular athletic ability. He enjoyed gardening .and
watching the young children romp on the playground he had installed
outside the rectory dining room windows (except when they got into
his periwinkles) rather than being part of the community center's
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"jock" culture. Although he did not personally appreciate "jock" Ca-
tholic~sm, he had no desire to disturb the popular activities taking
place at the center. He could see that it was fulfilling a very important
function by generating community spirit, which could provide fertile
ground for the direction in which he wanted to take his parishioners.
Monsignor McMahon regarded community events such as the St.
Patrick's Day parade as good for civic pride rather than as a celebration
of being Irish.4
When he arrived in St. Sabina's, Father McMahon was impressed
by the frenetic activities and devotions in his new parish. In July 1952
he expressed the following observations to his parishioners in The
Seraph: "Foremost, [the pastor] recognized immediately the amazing
faith ofhis people. It shows itselfin the vast numbers who attend Mass
on Sunday and during the week, your frequenting the Confessional and
Communion rail. It is so evident in the deep respect shown by the
people one meets in the neighborhood."5 Yet he also hinted that he
would like to challenge the established culture of the parish commu-
nity. "With people so loyal can there be any limit in parish activity, in
individual and community spiritual growth? What can stop us from
making St. Sabina great in every way and m~st especially as a school
for Catholic leadership?"6
He immediately began to organize new parish groups, such as the
Christian Family Movement, the Legion of Mary, and Young Catholic
Workers, to begin laying the groundwork for his mission. The intro-
duction of these organizations brought St. Sabina's into a different
current of Catholic social and spiritual thought. Midwestern Catholi-
cism had established a more liberal reputation than the Church in the
East. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries John Ireland~
Bishop of St. Paul, Minnesota; John L. Spalding, Bishop of Peoria,
Illinois; and John Keane, Bishop ofDubuque, Iowa were staunch allies
of James Cardinal Gibbons of Baltimore, the progressive spokesman
for the Catholic hierarchy. They recognized the unique opportunities
for the Catholic Church in American society. They wholeheartedly
endorsed the American system of separation of church and state-a
notion that was anathema to European Catholicism-as creating the
most conducive environment for religion to flourish. They were advo-
cates of rapid Americanization of immigrants, and they did not view
the modern world with as much suspicion as many of their counter-
parts. Catholicism, they believed, should be actively engaged in the
social and economic problems of society. They also had a much more
relaxed attitude toward Protestantism. In 1899, however, Pope Leo
XIII condemned what was referred to as "Americanism," which urged
the Catholic Church to adapt its teachings to the modern world.
Catholic intellectual life was severely stifled.7 However, the American
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milieu offreedom and voluntarism would continue to stimulate Ameri-
can Catholic leadership's ideas about the Church's role in society.
Cardinal Mundelein was considered the most liberal leader in the
American Church ofhis day in large part because ofhis friendship with
Franklin D. Roosevelt. Mundelein's subordinates, Bishop Sheil and
Monsignor Reynold Hillenbrand in particular, experimented with lib-
eral programs and enhanced the Chicago Archdiocese's reputation as
a progressive institution. Mundelein's liberal leanings were stirred
more by his sympathy for the poor and the downtrodden than by
intellectual musings. His approach to the social and economic concerns
of his people was entirely pragmatic and nonideological. The atmos-
phere he created within his Archdiocese allowed the liberal inclina-
tions ofothers to flourish. 8
Sheil's social action, or Catholic Action, was not solely limited to
CYO recreational programs. It also included shelters for the homeless
and other social services. In 1943 he established the Sheil School of
Social Studies to enlighten Catholics on the plight of the poor and
persecuted and to provide adult education. However, Sheil's most
notable and crucial involvement with social concerns came in 1939
when Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council formed to create a
livable environment in "The Jungle."
The Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council was organized by
Saul Alinsky, a self-styled radical of Jewish background, and Joseph
Meegan, an Irish-Catholic schoolteacher. While the Council was not
an official Catholic organization, the neighborhood it represented was
nearly 90 percent Catholic. To be effective, the Back of the Yards
Council needed the Church's support. Bishop Sheil played an impor-
tant behind-the-scenes role.
The Neighborhood Council could not effect substantial change in
the neighborhood without improving working conditions and wages for
the laborers in the meatpacking plants. It was here that Bishop Sheil
played a key role by lending his and the Church's prestige to John L.
Lewis's CIO. Workers and labor union organizers could not be branded
Communists to discredit the movement. Through Sheil's intervention
labor unions and community organizing were given more respect-
ability, and he acquired a national reputation as a Catholic liberal
leader.9 Through all of Bishop Sheil's social activism ran a deep
commitment to interracialjustice. CYO activities welcomed all people,
regardless of race or religion. And he opened a social center in St.
Elizabeth's old high school to serve the South Side black community.10
Monsignor Hillenbrand, rector of St. Mary of the Lake Seminary
and a contemporary ofBishop Sheil, developed a moreintellectual type
of Catholic social action than his more flamboyant colleague.. Hillen-
brand was inspired by papal encyclicals on the Christian response to
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modern economic and social problems, and by Dorothy Day's Catholic
Worker Movement, which sought to transform the world through the
application ofChristian values to modem society. It was introduced to
Chicago in 1933.11
The technique that Hillenbrand and his followers adopted was
borrowed from the Jocist movement in Belgium, developed by Father
Joseph Cardijn. The basic idea was to organize individuals of similar
background into groups or cells to discuss social and economic prob-
lems that they encountered in their daily lives, interpret them in light
of Christian values, and then try to correct them. This formula was
called the inquiry method, which was simply to "observe-judge-act."
While many people understood this method in theory, it came to the
United States through a man experienced with its application. Louis
Putz was a German Holy Cross priest who worked for four years with
French youths in an industrial area of Paris. The Second World War
forced him to leave. His order gave him a post at the University ofNotre
Dame, where he continued his work with students.12
In 1941 Monsignor Hillenbrand invited Father Putz to the semi-
nary to speak to a group of deacons. He helped Hillenbrand teach his
method to the Chicago Archdiocese through seminars, training ses-
sions, and a summer-school program for seminarians, clergy, and laity.
A whole generation of seminarians and laity were excited by this
innovative approach. New organizations, such as the Catholic Interra-
cial Council and the Catholic Labor Alliance, sprang up in areas
ranging from liturgical reform to interracial justice. Catholic laity
organized the Christian Family Movement (CFM), the Young Chris-
tian Workers (YCW), and the Young Christian Students. The Chicago
Archdiocese program prefigured the spirit and teaching ofVatican 11.13
Father McMahon had this rich base to call upon to help him begin
his work in St. Sabina's. In 1945, St. Sabina parish had purchased some
storefront properties on Racine Avenue across the street from the
rectory and community center.14 Father McMahon planned to use their
separate facility for the new groups he introduced into the parish. He
was assisted by two ofMonsignor Hillenbrand's proteges, Rev. Jerome
Riordan and Rev. James Mollohan. Although he himself was taught
the traditional path to spirituality, John McMahon, much like Cardi-
nal Mundelein, was open to the experimentation of his subordinates.
Father Riordan had first been introduced to John McMahon at the
seminary's summer-school program at the seminary's summer villa in
Clearwater Lake, Wisconsin. Father McMahon was the spiritual direc-
tor the summer Riordan was there. Although many of the young
seminarians thought McMahon was "a bit of' an old lady," Jerome
Riordan could see that he was an "intensely spiritual person." In 1953
Father Riordan was transferred from St. Mel's on the West Side to St.
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Sabina's. He recalled his first impressions of the parish. "It was the
grandest example of [the old Churchl. This was it in its acme of
perfection," he explained. Yet he was aware, like Father McMahon,
that "a new day was coming." And John McMahon was the type of
pastor he had hoped to work for so he could implement what he had
learned at the Hillenbrand-run seminary. "He displayed a universal
church mission," he said of his new pastor, "the one that I thought I
was a part of, having come out ofthe seminary that Hillenbrand ran....
We thought we were out to change the world."15
However, convincing his new parish of the importance of a new
outlook was not easy. In some eyes, the new pastor got off to a bad
start. Since he did not become a monsignor until 1953, with Father
Thomas McMahon still in residence, there were now two Father
McMahons in St. Sabina's. This situation caused some confusion at the
rectory. Visitors would often ask to see Father McMahon. When asked,
"Which one?" the reply would be, "Our Father McMahon," meaning
Father Tom. Father Tom was, of course, the personification of St.
Sabina parish. His work in the community center made him extraor-
dinarily popular and loved among the parishioners, and many people
expected that he would be the next pastor. John McMahon "was going
uphill against a legend."16
When Father Tom was suddenly transferred in August 1953-
June was the usual month for priests to be moved-to St. Mel's and
Father Riordan was sent from there to St. Sabina's, people began
speculating "who did what to whom to cause this to happen." John
McMahon seemed to be the likely villain, jealous of the other Father
McMahon's popularity. The reason for the switch, however, was that
the pastor at St. Mel's needed a first assistant and was told that Tom
McMahon would be a good one. However, some people continued to
harbor suspicions ofulterior motives, which clouded John McMahon's
first years at St. Sabina's. Resentment against him was compounded
because he brought in his own secretary and let go the very well-liked
parishioner who previously held the job.17
Although he was trained in the traditional model for parish priests,
John McMahon's ideas and approach were a bit different from the more
simple "people" philosophy and devotional Catholicism of parish life.
Different enough to make some of the parishioners a bit wary ofwhat
he was trying to do. "He seemed to be kind ofsocially active," recalled
J. Hagerty. "Trying to steer people's minds into some other area of
thinking than what they had been used 00."18
When Father Riordan came to St. Sabina's in 1953, Father McMa-
hon made him chaplain ofthe CFM chapter that he had started. Father
Riordan actually began his work with St. Sabina's CFM group l,efore
he formally arrived in the parish. The morning he received the letter
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informing him ofhis transfer he had a call from Father McMahon, who
welcomed him to the parish and said he remembered them meeting at
the seminary. He then explained that he was looking for a chaplain for
the CFM chapter and had heard he was an expert on the subject.
Father Riordan replied that he was "a theoretical expert on the
subject." He had not done it yet. Father McMahon did not hesitate. He
told him that the group was already formed and that they were having
a picnic at Palos Woods and it would be great ifhe went out to meet them.
"That was the beginning of a very wonderful relationship," Father
Riordan recalled. "We had thirty to forty families influenced by that."19
The CFM was quite different in organization, membership, and
format from traditional parish confraternities or sodalities. Men and
women met together, not only for spiritual enhancement or charitable
work but also to discuss social conditions and problems that impinged
upon the family. Like the modernists of the last century, CFM did not
reject the modern world, but sought to influence it and shape it in a
way that was more in keeping with Christian values. CFM was also
very much a lay-directed"organization. It was begun in Chicago in 1949
by couples influenced by Hillenbrand and Putz. They formed a national
organization, with Chicago serving as its headquarters. A coordinating
committee was established to provide direction and cohesion to the
various cells. By 1958, thirty thousand couples in over two hundred
cities and seven foreign countries had CFM cells.20 Chicago had nearly
three thousand couples in the movement.21
The introduction of CFM into American Catholicism marked a
significant shift in its character. No longer was it predominantly a
working-class, urban, ethnic church dominated by the clergy. The new
urban and suburban middle-class laity, independent of ethnic bonds,
was beginning to acquire greater prominence in the Church.22 CFM
interpreted its work to be a part ofthe Mystical Body ofChrist, in which
the Church was a living organism. Christ was the head and his
followers were the members. Viewed in this manner, the laity had a
great sense of responsibility, which they could no longer relinquish to
the hierarchy. They had to act themselves.23
Throughout the 1950s CFM's focus was to encourage Christian
values in the family, neighboring families, and in institutions affecting
these. Although it was a family organization, a husband's and wife's
concerns were not to be limited just to each other and their family, and
not even just to their parish, but should extend to their community and
even their national and international communities. A family could not
be well ordered if the world in which it had to engage was not just and
humane.24
CFM sections comprised six couples and a chaplain who met every
two weeks. The first fifteen minutes of their gathering was spent on
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the gospel and the next fifteen on examining the liturgy or Mystical
Body. This exercise prepared them for the remaining forty-five min-
utes, which were spent on social inquiry. The topic for the section
meeting was established by the national coordination committee. CFM
prided itself on action not ideology. ·These sections were supposed to
think. up an action that could be done before they next met. Originally,
they were supposed to be small actions that could be accomplished
within that time frame. For instance, how might they follow Jesus'
teachings to clothe the naked within their own parish or neighborhood?
This might result in a clothing drive.25 CFM's very nature of looking
to change the external world, however, inevitably led to broader social
issues. By 1960, the national goals had changed direction. Strictly
family concerns were subordinated to broader social concerns. This
philosophy forced CFMers to look beyond the confines of Catholic
ghetto life.26
Besides several active CFM sections, St. Sabina's also started a
YCW chapter in 1956 that was modeled according to the same basic
idea as CFM. Its purpose was to bring young men and women together
to talk about friendship, work, leisure, preparation for marriage,
parish life, and neighborhood problems. They, too, searched for small,
practical ways to become active for Christ in their parish and at their
places of employment.27 "Talk is converted into action. Practical pro-
jects are planned."28
Monsignor McMahon established his own spiritual development
group, the Legion of Mary, which was more in keeping with his own
style of spiritual enhancement. The Legion of Mary was an Irish
spiritual movement initiated in Dublin. Members had a program to
promote their own spiritual growth. Their meetings were intended to
energize them to go out in an organized manner to perform spiritual
and corporal works of mercy. St. Sabina's came to have five groups of
the Legion for different age groups and sexes. Their actions, though,
mostly· involved visiting people·. Father Riordan also was chaplain for
the young ladies' Legion groUp.29
As the black belt crept closer to 79th and Halsted through the
1950s, Monsignor McMahon realized that more practical and prag-
matic things needed to be done to deal with the great challenge that
his parish faced. In 1952 he encouraged the Holy Name Society to
establish a neighborhood stabilizing committee.30 The St. Sabina
Credit Union was in large part a product of the Holy Name Society's
stabilization committee. Through the next decade parishioners were
encouraged to use credit funds to make improvements on the interior
and exterior of their homes. These renovations were intended to
maintain the appearance ofthe community so it would not look like it
was declining.3! In 1958 the Credit Union announced: "Parishioners of
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St. Sabina have always felt, and with pride, that they belong to the
best 'parish in a neighborhood that is most desirable and appealing in
the pursuit of happiness and spiritual development. Our pastor has
worked hard and diligently to maintain the high caliber and correct
standards of our community and parish, and we feel that this work
should continue unabated for the good of all concerned.... Attend to
those nicks and dents before they turn into major repair jobs."32
By 1958 the Archdiocesan Council of Catholic Women had added
a civic committee to their organization. It followed the CFM method.
Among its duties were welcoming new neighbors, whether they were
Catholic or non-Catholic, reporting need of physical improvement in
the neighborhood, and teaching, by work, example, and literature, the
basic Christian principles ofneighborliness.33
Monsignor McMahon became a familiar sight as he walked
through the neighborhood with his dog checking for signs of neglect,
deterioration, or illegal use of buildings in his parish. He wrote to his
parishioners: "In our own neighborhood, there have been many "sneak"
illegal conversions. The people who paid for the construction work, the
construction company, and the neglectful neighbors-all have a share
in the wrong-doing. Illegal conversions in a fine neighborhood do not
produce bad fruit immediately but what will happen in the future
cannot be laid only at the doorstep ofjudges or future owners. Keeping
up a neighborhood is everyone's responsibility."34
He also warned his people ofbeing susceptible to gossip about what
direction the neighborhood was going: "Neighborhoods h~ve been
wrecked because of idle conversations in supermarkets, beauty par-
lors, taverns, or street corners.... To start a rumor is criminal, to pass
it on is no less so. To make a false judgement is wrong, to make it a
part of conversation is diabolic."35 On another occasion he wrote: "A
wise person will not accept the opinion of a salesman or idle gossip
particularly in regard to problems or a neighborhood. A charitable
person will not spread rumors because he knows the great harm they
cause.... An interested person will consult with those who are respon-
sible, those who are interested not in making "the easy buck" but in
preserving the rights and good of a community."36
Yet all these attempts, he knew, could not adequately deal with
the burgeoning black population on Chicago's South Side. Their vast
numbers and pressing need for good housing could easily destabilize
the best of neighborhoods with the best of intentions. Monsignor
McMahon was determined to maintain the integrity ofhis own parish,
while graciously welcoming newcomers. To do this, he realized he
would need more help and great organization to combat real estate
panic peddlers as well as fear and prejudice.
McMahon had been a member of the Archdiocesan Conservation
138 What Parish Are Yon From?
Council since 1953. It was established by Cardinal Stritch to study the
relationship between the Church and urban renewal and neighborhood
preservation. Stritch was very concerned about urban renewal pro-
jects, expressway construction, and the largely non-Catholic poor
blacks that threatened to displace his constituents. With its 262
churches and 1.4 million Catholics in 1940, the Church had a huge
investment in the city and Catholic Chicago had a high profile in the
nation. It did not want to see its people and resources scattered to the
far reaches of the Archdiocese. Stritch, however, never overcame his
Southern roots on race and failed to provide leadership on racial
matters, even when it directly involved Catholics and the Church.
Despite his disappointing handling of race issues, Stritch, like his
predecessor, allowed his subordinates a measure offreedom to pursue
their interests.37
Through his involvement in the Council, McMahon met Monsignor
John J. Egan. Egan had been a student of Hillenbrand and a follower
of Saul Alinsky, whom he met in 1954. In 1956 and 1957, Egan was
trained by him at the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF), a school for
community organizers. The Archdiocese gave IAF $118,000 for a study
on the rapid social changes occurring in the city. Egan then went ahead
and studied the black housing situation in South Side neighborhoods.
The deplorable conditions he found prompted him to write a report
to Cardinal Stritch, who in turn asked him to be on the Archdiocesan
Conservation Council that dealt with city and neighborhood prob-
lems. It was through the Conservation Council (later renamed
Archdiocesan Office of Urban Affairs) that Egan came to know
Monsignor McMahon and his efforts to prepare his parish for inte-
gration. McMahon discussed large-scale community-organizing strat-
egy with Egan, and he talked with Monsignor Vincent Cooke at
Catholic Charities about money. He also was willing to use parish
funds for an organizing effort. In 1959 Egan then helped bring together
Alinsky and people from the Southwest Side community to discuss the
problems facing that area and to help them form a community organi-
zation. 38
Many people in the Catholic Church did work hard to dispel the racist
image it had acquired during the previous fifteen years, and played a
prominent role in the formation of the Organization of the Southwest
Communities. While McMahon made the initial overtures to pastors
on the Southwest Side, Egan worked to pull key people together. Peter
Martinez said ofEgan's role in OSC's birth, "He was the one doing all
the talking between Alinsky and all the pastors.... Jack had a lot of
contacts with Protestants and a very ecumenical relationship.1 So he
was instrumental in bringing the Protestant and Catholic Churches
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together at the local level and was instrumental in the dialogue
betweJn Alinsky and those pastors."39
When Albert Meyer became Chicago's Archbishop after Stritch's
death in 1958, he was hesitant to get the Church involved in secular
politics. Yet he knew he had to become better acquainted with the
issues facing his adopted city. Meyer spoke at length with Egan about
urban issues and had even asked him to take him on a tour ofChicago.
Egan, having been sensitized by Alinksy to see the city in terms of
people and neighborhoods instead of its architecture, was careful to
point out the social dimensions of the city. Egan convinced Meyer that
the Church should provide leadership in urban affairs. What Egan and
McMahon wanted most from Meyer was his moral support and finan-
cial assistance. Conservative Southwest Side Irish pastors needed a
lot of convincing before they lent their support to a community-organ-
izing effort. Although reluctant, Meyer called a meeting of the pastors
at Christ the King rectory in Beverly on January 6, 1959. Meyer
listened to the presentations of McMahon, Egan, and Nicholas von
Hoffman, an Alinsky organizer. At the end ofthe meeting he unequivo-
cally endorsed the organization.40 Meyer also censured white commu-
nities for failing to accept blacks of equal social and economic
backgrounds.41
From the beginning Alinsky made it clear that he would have
nothing to do with the Provisional Organization of the Southwest
Community (POSC) unless it stood on the side of integration. Organ-
izers were realistic enough to know that an effective community
organization needed a wide base ofsupport. Racists and moderates, as
well as liberals, had to be included. Yet if they were going to include
these people and stand for integration, leading activists knew they
would have to handle the situation with great delicacy if their organi-
zation were to get offthe ground. Their strategy, therefore, was geared
toward a pragmatic approach. Organizers were under no illusions that
they could inspire anyone with talk of brotherly love. "The approach
was hard-nosed," Peter Martinez explained. "The idea was to get
everybody involved and to pull known racists into the organization....
You had to keep all these people in the same arena.... That way you'd
get a very realistic perspective ... [otherwise] the solutions that would
come out ofthis would have a narrow basis ofsupport. They would lose
their credibility."42
POSC aimed to attract a variety ofpeople into the organization by
appealing to their self-interest rather than their idealism. Many in the
community worried about the aging and obsolescence ofneighborhood
facilities and sought to keep the community viable. It was on this basis
that Alinsky, IAF organizers, and local leaders were able to pull
together an interim association. By May 25, 1959 three hundred
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leaders, representing eighty community groups, established the Pro-
visional Organization of the Southwest Community. Donald O'Toole,
president ofthe Standard State Bank and chairman ofPOSC said: "We
got together first because we were alarmed at the decline of city
communities near us, and we had become aware of some disturbing
evidences of decline in some parts of our community. So a few of us
began to talk to each other. The original small handful grew into a
large group that decided there'd been enough talk-it was time for
action-and the Provisional Organization for the Southwest Commu-
nity was bom."43 O'Toole also pointed out that the group aimed to
maintain the high. standards of the community and did not intend to
"try to stop the unstoppable." The Chicago Daily News described their
Solomon-like policy, saying, "On that somewhat slippery rock, OSC
stands."44
By the fall of 1959 POSC organizers were ready to present their
program to the whole community. However, the issue of boundaries
and who was to be included in the organization threatened to sabotage
the project before the ratifying convention. Segregationists wanted the
border gerrymandered to keep blacks out ofOSC's territory, and they
hoped out ofthe South Side. Integrationists, notably the clergy, wanted
boundaries that would unequivocally include black neighborhoods.
The Boundary Committee decided to simply designate communities
rather than streets when they determined OSC's area of operation.45
This plan was tested a week before the convention when Alinsky's
organizers urged a black Methodist church to apply for membership.
Itwas located on OSC's vaguely defined northeastern boundary. Chair-
ing the Credentials Committee was a liberal named Richard Bukacek.
He called an emergency meeting to decide on the church's admittance.
The vote would be close.
Ironically, the man who saved the day for Alinksy's position was
Monsignor PatrickJ. Molloy, pastor ofSt. Leo's. Molloywas not a credit
to the Church. He was vulgar and bigoted and allegedly had connec-
tions with the mob. He also had powerful friends in city hall and local
ward offices. He was willing to work with POSC simply because he did
not see any alternative to the pressure put on his parish by the black
belt. If he could be urged to endorse the black church's membership
application---considering his reputation-he would not risk alienating
conservatives and racists. They could not accuse him ofbeing a "bleed-
ing heart." Monsignor McMahon was to act as the back-up advocate
for the black church ifMolloy fell through. Alinsky and his organizers
made it clear they would pullout if the church was not admitted.
Molloy came through for them at the next meeting. He cautiously
asked whether the minister was a "jackleg" preacher with a stofefront
operation. Jackleg preachers had a poor reputation on the South Side
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amon9' whites and middle-class blacks. This area had an abundant
supply of black preachers who occupied abandoned retail space. They
had no formal ministerial training. Many were simply interested in
money from collections or the authority bestowed on men of the cloth.
They also had unsavory reputations for taking sexual liberties with
unsuspecting and trusting women followers. 46 When Molloy was as-
sured this was not the case, he proposed that, " 'they haven't got a
jackleg preacher, and if they've got a building, and you say they fall
within the boundaries of this organization, I move we admit them.' "47
With this crucial issue settled the provisional organization proceeded
with plans for their convention.
On a chilly, blustery Saturday afternoon in October over one
thousand people assembled in Calumet High School auditorium, which
was festooned with red, white, and blue bunting. The turn-out ex-
ceeded the organizers' projections. Among those in attendance were
church, civic, and business organizations from the Southwest Side
whose endorsement and support was crucial for the OSC.48 Egan
recalled that it was" 'one of the thrills'" ofhis life when he looked out
over the unlikely collection of people gathered that day.49
After the color-guard display and the Pledge of Allegiance, the
convention faced a tense moment that tested the organization's pur-
pose. The delegation from the black Methodist church arrived and
proceeded down the aisle to their seats. Not a word was uttered in the
auditorium in those few moments that lasted an eternity. Once the
chairman called for the next order of business, however, the tension
and silence were broken.50 One observer optimistically commented that
this was "the day the racists lost."51
From the beginning, racists, liberals, and moderates vied for
control ofthe fledgling organization. For ten hours delegates discussed
and argued over the objectives of the new group. Despite their illegal-
ity, Egan estimated that this area supported at least twenty neighbor-
hood protective associations. "They called themselves conservation
groups. They called themselves a development group. They called
themselves neighborhood block clubs ofone kind or another," explained
Monsignor Egan. "But they had no other function in life except to keep
black people out ofthe community."52 Their objectives were to turn OSC
into a full-scale protective association. Others felt they could not make
a stand against integration but were fearful of the consequences to
their community from racial change. Early ase meetings revealed
that blacks had become associated in their minds with crime, slums,
and declining property values. These people were interested in finding
ways to maintain the quality of the area and keep neighborhoods
stable.53
Because of the sensitive nature of the issues, the diverse groups
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they had to organize, and the radical character oftheir organizer, asc
was born and lived in controversy. "Back at this time," related Peter
Martinez, a stafforganizer for OSC, "anybody who even thought about
creating a relationship between black and white came at it from a very
liberal perspective."54 Just bringing in Alinsky created a stir. "The
mere mention of that name out there would be enough to excite
[people]," Father Riordan, explained. "That would be like putting a
hand grenade in the parking lot and pulling the pin. Everyone would
run for shelter."55
Alinsky's association with POSC created some image problems for
the new organization among many Southwest Siders.56 In May 1959,
Alinsky testified before the Chicago session ofthe U.S. Commission on
Civil Rights and advocated a voluntary block quota for blacks moving
into white areas. While he admitted that it was ironic for a Jew to favor
quotas, he thought it was the only way to solve the racial stalemate in
South Side neighborhoods.57 This experiment with quotas was an
important reason for Alinsky's desire to organize that area. Many
people in the Southwest community thought a quota system was
practically an open invitation to blacks to move into the neighbor-
hood.58 Blacks were suspicious of this plan, which would limit their
residential mobility. As a consequence, they did not trust Alinsky
either. The Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council, which he had
helped organize in the late 1930s, had virtuallybecome a neighborhood
protective association when blacks tried moving into the area in
subsequent years, which horrified Alinsky.59
Because asc tried to be open and pragmatic in its goals and
methods, it invited open discussion in the organization. This made
asc's objectives appear confusing to many outsiders. The Christian
Century claimed that OSC was in reality a segregationist plot, and that
racists were trying to manipulate and hoodwink the churches into
supporting it. Some Lutheran pastors felt that Alinsky's method of
appealing to self-interest was contrary to Christian tenets. They were
afraid that OSC's true purpose was to maintain segregation, and they
tried to curtail the involvement of other Protestant churches. While
they could not do this, Lutherans did not participate in the organiza-
tion.60
A Methodist congregation was also leery of OBC's purpose and
goals. Rev. James M. Reed, associate pastor of Trinity Methodist
Church, had been elected one ofOSC's eleven vice presidents that fall.
The pastoral committee of his church, however, felt that Reed's affili-
ation with OSC was embarrassing because it was not clear where the
organization stood on integration. They asked him to resign or request
a transfer to another church. He replied that he could not ipl good
conscience do either. Donald O'Toole stepped in to clarify for the church
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members that OSC was against segregation. Sixteen local ministers
issued a statement supporting Rev. Reed's position. However, the
Bishop ofthe Rock River Methodist Conference removed Reed from his
post and sent him to a new church on Chicago's North Side. While it
initially seemed a major blow to the organization, Rev. Reed's coura-
geous stand inspired other local churchmen to be even more adamant
that OSC be on the side ofintegration.61
Right-wing groups also attacked OSC. In March 1960, Harry T.
Everingham, a local resident and editor and publisher of the Free
Enterprise and vice president of "We, the People," made charges at a
meeting ofthe Civic Council ofthe Eighteenth Ward that the OSC was
a tool of the Communist Party.62 He had also distributed pamphlets
before the first congress making the same accusations. He claimed that
the "super civic organi~ation, which seeks to impose its will over all
neighborhood improvement organizations and other civic groups, was
organized with the help ofradicals and members ofCommunist fronts,"
and that the clergymen in OSC were at best dupes and at worst "pinks"
and left-wingers. Everingham also misinterpreted Alinsky's quota
plan, believing that OSC favored forced integration. While he claimed
not to be a bigot, Everingham maintained that mixing the races would
only be possible after an extensive period of education and "moral
training for the newcomers to the neighborhood."63
Monsignor McMahon and Monsignor Molloy were both members
of the 18th Ward Civic Council and present at the meeting when
Everingham made his offensive remarks. The two pastors immediately
--demanded a public apology from the council's president, John Owl,
since Everingham's views of OSC had been no secret. The pastors felt
Everingham had insulted them and their work. In a letter of protest
to Mr. Owl, they wrote: "We condemn segregation, bigotry, and racism,
disguised or undisguised, as being against the basic principles of
religion and American democracy. As far as we are concerned, the
major responsibility of the OSC is to safeguard the rights of all people
regardless of race, creed or color. As Catholic priests, we are forbidden
by the teachings ofthe Church, by the Holy Father himself, and by the
Cardinal Archbishop of Chicago to take any other position than that
of complete uncompromising and relentless opposition to men such as
Mr. Everingham."64
Owl made a weak reply, saying that the council had passed a
motion to have speakers present various opinions ofthe new group. As
far as McMahon and Molloy were concerned, however, Everingham
had completely distorted the nature of the organization. They found
Owl's response evasive and unsatisfactory and promptly resigned from
the ward council.65
Two Protestant ministers rallied to McMahon's and Molloy's de-
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fense. Rev. Robert Christ, pastor ofthe Seventh Presbyterian Church,
and Rev. William Roberts, pastor of Calvary Methodist Church, were
also key leaders in OSC. They supported the monsignors' action, saying
they were courageous and exposed Everingham's true objections to
OSC-that it was not a segregationist outfit. "With our Roman Catho-
lic brethren we make common cause against every expression of
racism, and we vow that the Everinghams of the community shall
neither intimidate nor silence the Christian church."66
McMahon agreed that Everingham was a racist "hiding under the
robes of a crusader against communism." And he reaffirmed the
common cause ofCatholics, Protestants, and Jews in the fight against
racism and the lies spread against their work in OSC.67 By April 20,
the two monsignors received a formal apology from the 18thWard Civic
Council for their slanderous speaker.68
Alinsky did claim to be a reformed Communist. However, his past
or present political affiliations were of little interest to many involved
in" OSC's formation. As far as Cardinal Meyer, Monsignor Egan, and
others were concerned, Alinsky's style oforganizing adhered to demo-
cratic principles and Christian morality.69 However, to avoid contro-
versy, OSC officially terminated its relationship with Alinsky in
August 1959, well before the first congress.70 But Alinsky continued to
play an important behind-the-scenes role. To show the absurdity of
Alinsky's Communism, some delegates wore signs at the congress
labeling themselves "Reds."71
From its inception the local Protestant and Catholic churches played
a key role in OSC, helping to shape its policy. The moral aspects ofthe
race issue prompted most, but not necessarily all, of the clergy to be
integrationists. "With few notable exceptions," Rev. Christ wrote, "the
firm stands on integration have been taken by the clergy rather than
by business, social, political or traditional community leaders."72 Ed
Chambers, an IAF organizer and the first staffdirector ofOSe, claimed
OSC would never have existed as a liberal organization without the
churches, and perhaps might have turned into just another antiblack
group.73
These leading churchmen, however, were not always satisfied with
the responses of some of their colleagues. Protestant ministers com-
plained that some of their co-religionists were myopic in their vision
of the churches' challenge in the city, or that they were afraid of
controversy and divisiveness in their congregation if they took a
position on race.74 In their attitudes on race Protestants were not much
different than Catholics.75
Not all Catholic priests were ardent integrationists either. "There
were some Catholic priests who were notorious racists," P. Martinez
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said.76 "St. Leo's went along," related Father Riordan, "but didn't know
why: Monsignor Molloy ... was just philosophically and internally
incapable of dealing with the situation himself. When a black moved
into part of St. Leo's, he [transferred] that block over to St. Carthage
to the north. He just kept chopping offparts ofhis parish."77 His advice
to his parishioners was, "If you don't move out, they can't get in."78
However, Monsignor Molloy did play a prominent role in OSC. His
main objective, though, was to keep the area stable and appealing to
whites so they would stay in his parish. Monsignor Stephen McMahon,
pastor of Little Flower parish, was also very negative in his approach
to the issue. The extent of his involvement was to advise his parish-
ioners to keep up their houses and yards as a way to maintain the
status quo. St. Brendan's had little interest in OSC, and the pastor of
St. Justin Martyr's repeatedly put their OSC delegation in racist
hands.79
The most notable racist Catholic priest was Father Francis X.
Lawlor, an Augustinian who taught at St. Rita High School. Father
Lawlor had formed his own civic group called the Better Communities
Organization, which protested the proposed extension of the Engle-
wood elevated train line west ofAshland out of fear that blacks would
migrate along it. He also organized block clubs along the periphery of
the black belt and proposed an imaginary wall down Ashland to contain
the black community to the east. He was quoted as saying, " 'Ifthe line
can't be held at Ashland, Chicago is 'doomed.'" John Cardinal Cody,
who succeeded Meyer in 1965, finally ousted Lawlor from the Chicago
Archdiocese in 1968 for his negative activities. However, this did not
keep Lawlor away from Chicago. He probably had more media atten-
tion than the liberal clergy and helped shape the public image of
Catholic-black relations as mostly negative.80
Despite these problems, this religious alliance under OSC auspices
outmatched any other group or combination of groups. While only
approximately fifteen churches provided significant leadership, those
that were involved shaped OSC policy. They already had well-estab-
lished congregations ofpeople from which to draw workers and leaders,
and they had existing networks for disseminating information. The
churches were also able to supply most of the financial backing to
adequately staffose.81
The churches' involvement in OSC often provoked hostility and
resentment in the community. Many residents felt abandoned when
their church took a stand on integration. It seemed to forsake its own
people and their interests. A local political leader charged that the
churches were undermining a community that took a lifetime to build.
The coalition of the religious faiths and their liberal stand brought
charges of there being a "clerical steamroller." However, for others the
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churches' brave stand also led to admiration and a "deepening of
faith."82
Despite the need for interfaith cooperation, Protestants and Catholics
did not have a history of working together. Peter Martinez explained
that, "This was the first time that all these different churches worked
together on a day-to-day basis on real problems, pooled money, talked
about what was happening in their congregations. . . . To be in this
situation where all these people were talking together and actually
treating each other as equal human beings was a remarkable situ-
ation."83
The seriousness and importance of this very basic human rights
question was enough to encourage the different Christian churches to
close their distance. Rev. Robert Christ of the Seventh Presbyterian
Church wrote, "We have seen the churches coming together-rather
driven together-by the pressures from the world. . . . [This contact]
was substantially the first relationship between clergy ofthe two faiths
in Southwest Chicago."84 It was important to clergymen on both sides
to meet often in private to establish a working relationship so they
could present a united front and provide strong leadership for ose.
Bickering and tension between the two religious groups could have
easily sabotaged ase's hopes for a stable community.85 The Evering-
ham affair illustrates the good will Protestants extended to their
Catholic brethren to work toward this end.
This move toward cooperation between religious groups was not
unique to the local area. The national scope of the race problem the
country faced during these years prompted Protestants, Catholics, and
Jews to meet formally on this issue. In January 1963 Chicago hosted
the first National Conference on Religion and Race. The purpose was
to discuss how religious organizations could provide greater leadership
in solving this national crisis. Race, then, not theology, was the issue
that brought the major religions together at the discussion table for
the first time in American history.86 This historic gathering added to
the optimism and excitement of those on the Southwest Side working
for neighborhood stability and good race relations.
The new working relationship between Catholics and Protestants,
however, was not without its problems. Rev. Christ wrote that coop-
eration "developed with restraint and caution exercised by both par-
ties."87 The stereotypic view Protestants of the 1950s had of Catholics
tended to be biased and superficial: "Catholics fought Martin Luther,
played bingo, had confession, and were not intellectually respectable."88
In addition to the strong leadership role they played in asc, Catholics
exceeded Protestant congregations in contributions, prompting some
Protestants to suspiciously view ase as a "Roman Catholic plot."89
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"There were Protestants who were worried that it would be a Catho-
lic-corltrolled organization," P. Martinez explained. Catholics "had all
the big churches.... They had major dollars that they were putting in
... [and Protestants wondered] 'were they just being used as a front
for a Catholic controlled organization?' "90 The Lutheran Church was
reluctant to join OSC when they heard that the seed money for the
project had come from Catholic sources. Walter Kloetzli, director ofthe
Lutheran Church's urban programs, was convinced that Alinksy was
a lackey of the Archdiocese, whose concern was to serve the large,
important Catholic parishes.91 OSC organizers initially played on this
fear to get more Protestants in the organization. Organizers and
Protestant leaders "worked for weeks on end to form an effective
Protestant voice."92
Sensitive to this tension, asc designed its constitution so as to
balance these two power blocs. In the monthly council meetings each
congregation was awarded one vote. Since Protestant churches out-
numbered Catholic houses ofworship two to one and a half, they could
easily dominate these meetings. At the Annual Congress, however,
delegates were allotted on the basis ofhow large a member group was.
Catholic parishes were much larger than Protestant congregations and
Catholics, therefore, outnumbered them there. It was also agreed that
the Executive Committee would have a balanced ticket.93
Even in 1963 after Catholics and Protestants had been working
together for four years, however, Protestant fears still persisted. Rev.
Gordon Irvine of the Seventh Presbyterian Church prepared a paper
analyzing the asc roll-call vote of the 1961 Congress "to discount the
argument in some Protestant circles that the Catholic Church in the
community organization is a monolithic, cohesive voting bloc." Because
of the sensitive nature of the issue, the Catholic Archdiocesan Conser-
vation Council was informed that this study was intended for very
limited circulation so as not to reflect negatively on the Catholic
churches involved; its purpose was more to dispel false notions among
Protestants.94 The evidence was conclusive that "in the three years of
the OSC, the Catholics have shown neither the inclination nor the
ability to do this. If the Catholics were to assume control of the asc,
it would result from Protestant default, apathy, and i~esponsibility."95
Catholics and Protestants also had cultural differences, which
made gathering together often tense. "Catholics were big and gregari-
ous," related P. Martinez. ''You could hustle-up large numbers of
people. . .. They were pragmatic, and they didn't have too much
standing in their way about going after anything. The Protestants were
much more scrupulous in their approach to any strategy, and always
very wary about being overwhelmed by this large Catholic number."
For instance, Catholics wanted to hold rafiles to raise money for OSC.
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To many Protestants, raffles were a form ofgambling, and this became
a significant bone of contention in the organization. Catholics were
successful at making raflles one method of fund-raising. Protestant
clergymen, however, talked extensively among themselves about what
to do about it. They finally decided to either buy a block oftickets or to
make a contribution, but refused to sell the chances to their members.96
asc meetings at Protestant and Catholic church halls were tense
affairs. The emotional nature ofthe issues under discussion often made
meetings quite heated. At one of the Catholic "smoke-filled" halls, if
the meeting became heated, "that was no big deal. And ifsomebody got
up and said'You're a son of a bitch' or 'shit,' that was not outside of
anybody's experience." And, ofcourse, beer was also served along with
coffee afterward. "So you got the language, the liquor, the smoke when
you went to the Catholic church. Now when you went to the Protestant
churches-whoa-entirely different! Everybody's coming in uptight.
There can't be any smoking in the basement ofthis church. Ifsomebody
lets out with one ofthose exclamations, the Protestants would tighten
up and the pastor would have to say something about decorum. There
was not going to be any beer served after the meeting."97
These minor irritations were for the most part overcome when
people's focus was directed toward achieving similar ends. It is impor-
tant to realize, however, that asc not only had the blacklwhite issue
to tackle, but also the religious, social, and cultural differences that
had historically separated whites in the city.
Most asc members found it was an illuminating experience to
work with members of the other faith. Rev. Christ wrote: "For Protes-
tants it has opened cracks in our image ofa monolithic Roman Church.
We have seen first-hand that Roman parishes share many ofthe same
problems of our congregations; we have been able to realistically
evaluate the Catholic clergy and laymen. We have seen the potential
strength in the city of a large denomination with a strategy and the
staff and resources to implement that strategy. "98
The two religious groups, though, did not completely let down their
guard or lose their competitiveness with each other. Reverend Christ
noticed that the churches began to compete in doing good. "Neither
Protestant nor Catholic can permit the image to be created that the
other group is the more concerned about the plight of the Negro."99
Getting black churches to participate in ase was also a bit of a
problem. Most did not come into the organization until 1961 and 1962.
They faced many disadvantages in an organization so heavily influ-
enced by major religious denominations. Generally, most black congre-
gations were Baptist and not very wealthy. Most could not afford to
put in more than two to three hundred dollars per year towards ,asc's
operation, whereas some Catholic churches were giving five thousand
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dollars. loo In 1960 St. Sabina's donated ten thousand dollars. l01 It was
easy' for small black congregations to feel overwhelmed. Yet their
involvement was important to ase, which wanted all parties working
together toward common neighborhood concerns.
Monsignor McMahon and St. Sabina's played a major role in forming
asc and pushing its constituents toward a liberal position. According
to many, Sabina's was the "heart ofthe Catholic communities' involve-
ment and participation" in OSC.102 "Monsignor McMahon worked night
and day with us to develop the OSe," Monsignor Egan recalled. "He
was a very spiritual man and he detested evil. He felt that the gospel,
the teaching of the Church, and also the best traditions of our land
taught that every person has a dignity which comes from the fact that
we are created. And, therefore, they are to be treated like every other
person, like every other American, like· every other Catholic. And I
think this was the very simple philosophy and theology that motivated
him week after week ... in season and out ofseason."103 McMahon was
more modest in stating his philosophy: "'Our goal is not to induce
Negroes to move in or to force integration. But if they do move in,. it is
their right and they should be treated like anyone else.' "104 McMahon
also gave generously to OSC from the parish treasury. Between 1960
and 1965, he donated over $91,000 to the neighborhood group for its
operating costs (Table 16).105
Parishioners of St. Sabina's were quite aware of the fact that a
portion of their contributions was being diverted toward asc but did
not seem to have resisted this by withholding contributions. Between
1958 and 1965 the number of families in St. Sabina's declined by 36
percent (Table 17), yet the contributions during this period declined by
only 22 percent. Clearly the pastor was able to overcome his initial
personal unpopularity and build general support among his parishion-
ers despite his controversial policy.106
Many other Catholic pastors in the area were also receptive to the
effort toward stabilizing their parish neighborhoods. l07 Part of their
concern stemmed from self-interest. "Some of them had as their idea
to sort of 'build up the neighborhood,' clean up, paint up ... and also
keep the white people in the neighborhoods where they had their
parishes."108 If they left, Catholic churches would be left with large
physical plants with no means for support or upkeep.
OSC's first years were filled with enthusiasm and optimism. People
felt relieved that something was finally being done to constructively
deal with neighborhood stability. "Lots and lots of people would tell
you those were days when they were happy," related J. McDermott of
the Catholic Interracial Council. "They were learning about issues.
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Table 16. Sabina Contributions to OSC, 1960-1965
OSC % Total Total Parish
Year Contribution Expenditures IAF Expenditures
1960 10,000 2 7,530 400,586
1961 19,000 5 371,524
1962 17,799 6 321,735
1963 16,713 5 339,845
1964 12,700 4 357,956
1965 15,315 5 313,529
TOTAL 91,713
Source: St. Sabina Annual Reports.
Table 17. The Aging ofAuburn-Gresham, 1930-1960
Age Group 1930 1940 1950 1960
5- 9 6 9 8
5-19 24 22 20 21
20-44 46 42 36 27
45-64 17 23 28 31
65+ 4 7 8 14
Source: U.S. Census Reports.
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They were organizing. Meeting their neighbors. Protestant and Catho'-
lie churches were talking to each other, communicating.... There was
a euphoria in the neighborhood-that it might be possible that we can
stay!"109
The organizers ofOSC were ambitious in constructing a battle plan
for a stable neighborhood open to all races. By bringing in bankers,
leading merchants, realtors, and churches, OSC was able to marshall
talent and resources. Three full-time staff employees handled the
day-to-day business. OSC committees were intentionally mixed with
blacks and whites, Protestants and Catholics, racists and integration-
ists. They were to keep their focus on community maintenance and
improvement rather than on talk of lofty ideals. Getting disparate
people to work on particular issues would, it was hoped, teach them
that it was possible for different groups to work and even live together
peaceably.llo Some people who began as confirmed racists changed
their views and even became good friends with members of the other
race because of this strategy.lll
OSC had its work cut out for it. Nearly 85 percent of the homes in
the OSC area had been built before World War II. The population was
aging, and because of redlining practices, few young, white families
were moving into the neighborhood. Young people were needed for the
future; in St. Sabina's, however, "retiree" was the most frequently cited
occupation.112
Father Riordan was keenly aware of the need to establish a new
generation in the parish. When counseling young couples for marriage,
he found that many wanted to stay in St. Sabina's, but could not afford
to buy a home in the parish. ''We were in a district that had a red line
put around it," he explained. "That meant no mortgages longer than
fifteen to twenty years because the real estate people thought that the
neighborhood wasn't going to be there in thirty years.... That's how
these people got out to Oak Lawn, because they'd give them the
long-term mortgages out there."ll3
To combat this problem, OSC began its own home-loan program.
Since their area was considered risky, few mortgage lenders were
willing to advance generous credit. New home buyers had to put 40 to
50 percent cash down-payment on a small home. This made new
suburban homes, which required only 10 percent down, more afford-
able. To keep the area vital and attractive to young married couples,
three banks-the Standard State Bank, the Mutual National Bank,
and the Amity Federal Savings and Loan-worked with asc to devise
a 10 percent down home-loan program. With the three banks pooling
their assets, they created a two-million-dollar fund to provide low
down-payments on homes in the southwest community. 114 By January
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1960, fifteen loans totaling $102,000 were under contract.115 At the
same time the following year 127 mortgages had been obtained, mostly
by newlyweds.116 By the end of 1963, 457 loans had been made.117
Besides luring young couples back to the city, the low down-pay-
ment program had the unexpected effect of calming panic in the
area. Donald O'Toole, president of the Standard State Bank and
OSC's first president, claimed that since they began their program,
a large number of homes had been taken off the market. When
owners realized that they had options in selling, they no longer felt
compelled to do SO.118 O'Toole also maintained that people in the area
no longer felt "abandoned" and were, therefore, more willing to
"stick it out."119
Besides the initial success OSC had in stabilizing the housing
market, the organization, according to staff organizer Ed Chambers,
also helped curb violence in the north section of their targeted area
near the St. Leo area. Residents learned from OSC how to talk the
issues over with their neighbors to help stop wholesale panic.120
At the forefront of its programs was an "antiblockbusting" cam-
paign intended to stabilize the real estate market and normalize the
supply and demand ofhousing. The goals were to expose and prosecute
real estate speculators who peddled fear and panic and manipulated
homeowners into selling at a IOSS.121 OSC had a real estate practices
committee whose first line of action was to distribute 25,000 copies of
a 1959 Daily News series on the methods used by real estate specula-
tors and panic peddlers. With the community educated, the real estate
committee made itself available for complaints.122
ase's committee also drew up a fair play code that set up guide-
lines to prevent pressured sales. Their chief object of attack were
rumor-mongering speculators whose phone solicitations, at times in
the middle of the night, frightened and manipulated homeowners into
a panic sell. Their real estate code condemned solicitations on the basis
ofrace and the advertising ofareas with the implication that there was
a mass turnover ofreal estate there. Repeated mass mailings, door-to-
door canvassing, and the use of"sold by" or "serviced by" signs on front
lawns were condemned. OSC invited all the local real estate agencies
to join the group and adhere to these basic principles of real estate
transaction.123 It was able to get over thirty signatures of local real
estate agents.124
OSC's get-tough policies continued to embroil the group in contro-
versy. Some South Siders continued to complain about "radicalism and
dictatorship."125 In August 1960 Richard F. Bukacek, chairman of the
real estate committee, was awakened in the early morning by a phone
call. The voice at the other end threatened to put a bullet through his
head if he and OSC continued their work. Bukacek bravely asserted
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that he was "not going to be frightened out of the neighborhood or out
of asc," and he was going to continue as chairman. He believed that
the call came from a local real estate operator.126
The real estate committee helped facilitate the indictment and
prosecution of two South Side real estate salesmen by the States
Attorney's Office. In November 1961, the Criminal Court sentenced
them to prison for conspiring to cheat and defraud two families in a
house deal in a changing neighborhood.127 The real estate committee's
diligence also caused a real estate salesman to receive a thirty-dollar
fine for harassing two white homeowners who refused to sell. ose
president Peter Fitzpatrick boasted that this was the first time a
realtor had been convicted for such an offense in the city.128
Another component ofasc's neighborhood maintenance program
was a housing and zoning committee that carefully monitored the
condition ofbuildings in the neighborhoods. Illegal conversions, zoning
variations, and violations of the housing, fire, and health codes were
to be reported to the organization, which would then investigate the
complaint. By the fall of1960, O'Toole claimed that "hundreds ofillegal
conversions have been stopped-the respect for code compliance and
the law has been elevated, and hundreds ofhomes have been modern-
ized."129
ase also had a home remodeling program, offering low-interest
loans, and sponsored panel discussions at various churches and civic
institutions to encourage South Siders to protect their neighborhoods
from blight before it even arrived.130 They offered helpful suggestions
on home improvement, and they encouraged the proper maintenance
of property.131 Local banks and savings and loan institutions claimed
to be eager to make these loans because they would be lending to old,
established customers. Home improvements increased property val-
ues, which made the loan a sound investment for the bank and for the
community. In 1962 asc claimed that through their assistance in
obtaining financing, permits, and designs, an average of thirty-seven
remodeling jobs were started per month. 132 asc also had a welfare and
safety committee that looked into the problems of law enforcement,
juvenile delinquency, and community safety.
By the spring of 1961, asc had progressed beyond its stated policies
on integration to support open occupancy legislation that was pending
in the Illinois General Assembly. In October 1960, the ose congress
directed the community relations committee to communicate to city
and state legislative bodies that asc advocated the elimination of
discriminatory housing practices. The committee took asc at its word,
and in the spring of 1961 sent letters voicing its support for the; open
occupancy act to state legislators representing the Southwest area. At
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the March council meeting, however, a violent debate erupted over this
action. Opponents of this initiative said that the committee did not
have the authorization to speak for them. They claimed the act would
entail a loss ofindividual constitutional rights ofproperty owners. One
opposing member warned, " 'This could result in a split in ose that
will hurt it severely. There is growing objection to the unethical tactics
of the hard core group of integrationists.' " Several groups quit ose
when the committee refused to retract the letters ofopinion. Monsignor
McMahon visited each of the exiting groups to entreat them to return
to the ranks but was unsuccessful. l33
The open occupancy issue split the remaining members into two
"parties"-the moderate liberals and the Medium Forum. While the
Medium Forum praised asc's efforts on such issues as blockbusting,
they claimed OSC needed a more diverse voice on more delicate
matters affecting the community.l34 Throughout the summer Monsi-
gnor McMahon worried that the Medium Forum would persuade other
member groups to withdraw support from the liberals and put ose
out of business. He had little help from his fellow priests in dealing
with this problem.135
By the fall of1961 a floor fight was expected at the annual congress
in November. For that day the Gresham police station assigned a detail
of uniformed patrolmen. Male ushers were appointed, and a "fully
equipped" first-aid station was provided. Delegates arrived early to
caucus incoming uncommitted or opposing delegates on open occu-
pancy. Conservative delegates, sporting Uncle Sam hats, used walkie-
talkies to lobby representatives during the convention and handed out
mimeographed voting instructions. l36
While open occupancy and integration were the immediate issues
and threats to the organization, they were not the subjects openly
argued. Instead, members fought over a "liberal" constitutional
amendment. The original constitution stated that no officer could
succeed himself in the same office for a third consecutive term. The
proposed change sought to limit this restriction to the president,
executive vice president, secretary, and treasurer. The eleven vice
presidents, who also made up the executive board, could remain in
office indefinitely.137 It was apparent to all involved that unless the
rules were changed Monsignor McMahon, Monsignor Molloy, and
Reverend Christ, who had all served two terms already, would be
ineligible for office. As founding members of ose, they were key
leaders in shaping the organization's liberal position on the race
issue. While the conservatives claimed their opposition to the
amendment change was based on "the principle of succession," they
were really opposed to the continued leadership of these three
men.13S
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To change the constitution the liberals needed a two thirds major-
ity vote. The conservative effort kept the vote tally to only 62 percent,
4 percent short of the required majority. The liberal members of the
congress, realizing what had happened, outmaneuvered the conserva-
tives by electing Monsignor McMahon as executive vice president, Rev.
Robert Christ as Secretary, and Monsignor Molloy as treasurer for the
ensuing year. They were later elected back to the vice presidencies.139
Once the issue of officers was settled, the congress adopted an
amendment to the "freedom of residents resolution" from the previous
congress. While the first amendment put OBC "four-square behind all
the legislative efforts for freedom of residence for all people in our
community, city, state and nation, regardless of race, creed, color and
national origin," the second amendment advised the OSC committee
to study any bills and report their findings to the OSC council.140 In the
following year, some of the defecting neighborhood affiliates had a
change of heart and came back to the organization, while a few
conservative groups pulled out of OSC because of their defeat.141
Another crisis arose a few months later that would also rock OSC's
existence. This time the issue was overcrowded and segregated schools.
Alinsky had also organized The Woodlawn Organization (TWO) east
of OSC's territory. Woodlawn was a black area that abutted the
powerful University of Chicago and was targeted for urban renewal
projects. Part ofAlinsky's purpose in forming TWO was to have it act
as a sister organization to OSC. If these black and white areas cooper-
ated, Alinksy's quota plan might have a chance to be implemented.
However, TWO was more interested in the empty classrooms in white
areas than in quotas limiting where they could live. "Truth Squad"
mothers from TWO staged media events to expose the Chicago Public
Schools' segregation practices by barging into white schools equipped
with newspaper reporters and photographers.
The actions of the Truth Squad outraged members of the Medium
Forum. In February 1962 they urged· OSC's education committee to
pass a resolution condemning the Truth Squad's methods. When a
meeting was called by asc Council to consider the resolution, over
three hundred people turned out, even though voting was restricted to
delegates. Liberals amended the resolution, calling for an investigation
into the issues that prompted the Truth Squads actions. When their
measure was voted on and passed, many Medium Forum members
turned their back on the organization.142
OSC's original strategy ofholding liberals, moderates, and conser-
vatives in one organization seemed to be faltering. But this did not
necessarily mean asc was mortally wounded. Many conservatives and
violence-prone whites had already been leaving the area, which made
moderates and liberals the representative voice in the Southwest Side.
156 What Parish Are Y00 From?
It would now be up to them to keep the organization going and
maintain neighborhood viability.143
Monsignor McMahon had taken a strong leadership role in the
Southwest Side community on race and integration through the for-
mation ofase and by influencing its liberal course. ase scored great
success in its early years with its innovative programs. This gave the
community a feeling ofoptimism and hope that they could stay in their
neighborhoods and parishes, maintain the standards of the commu-
nity, and live harmoniously with the blacks who moved in. But how
successful would McMahon be at convincing his parishioners to sup-
port his efforts in ose and in the parish?
8--------------
Where Two or Three Are
Gathered: St. Sabina's in the 1960s
"It was a classic Irish ghetto which saw itselfas under threat," recalled
R. McClory, who served as assistant priest at St. Sabina's. "When I got
there in 1963, the black movement was right at the border. There was
one black family that lived in the parish at that time. So it was like a
" 'The barbarians are at our border! The Huns are at the wall!' kind of
experience."l
Persuading parishioners of his philosophy of openness and toler-
ance was no easy task for Monsignor McMahon. Negative attitudes
toward blacks had been passed on from one generation to the next,
from neighborhood to neighborhood, and parish to parish. "I remember
as a kid [1920s]," said T. O'Rourke, "I'd get in the car with my mother
and we'd drive down to St. Elizabeth's-that was all black. And she'd
always shake her head and say about her old neighborhood, ~Look at
it now.' And, of course, that was probably making a big impression on
me. They didn't like what they saw. And they'd read about all these
things that go on.... Even now when you read about crime, it's always
happening at 7917 Bishop or 8000 Bishop-houses that we were in and
out of, friends and neighbors, and we can't image what's going on in
there.... And that's what they were reading about the old neighbor-
hoods."2
City jobs often took parishioners into black neighborhoods. From
their perspective, they gathered unflattering opinions ofblacks. Father
Daniel Sullivan, who came to St. Sabina's in 1965, had heard many
stories from parishioners of the problems firemen and policemen had
in performing their jobs in the black belt. "So many of the ordinary
parishioners were policemen and firemen and utility men, streetcar
people," he related. "And [they] had injurious associations with some
blacks."3
T. O'Rourke remembered his parents talking about the race riot in
1919 and the effect it had on city employees in the parish. "I remember
the policemen in the neighborhood getting upset. My father ... was a
motorman in a streetcar ... on the 59th Street line and he told about
a black man that got in at his feet to be protected to get through a white
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couple of blocks. If the white lads saw him sitting in the street car,
they'd throw rocks at him.... I think that's another reason that we
didn't want them around, was that there'd be trouble."4 Some police-
men believed that the blacks who initially moved into white neighbor-
hoods were often all right but claimed it was the relatives and friends
who visited that caused problems.5 Some blacks recently arrived from
the South often gave house parties on weekends that were reminiscent
of Saturday night plantation jukes. The many guests were treated to
eating, drinking, music and dancing, and gambling.6 South Side whites
were not positively disposed toward these get-togethers.
Another complaint Catholics voiced against blacks was that they
did not keep up their parishes. Most blacks who moved into white
neighborhoods were not Catholic. This left the burden of supporting
the parish on the few blacks that were. Their modest resources could
not always adequately support the massive physical plant white
Catholics left behind.7 "We stereotyped them," admitted D. Foertsch.
"People said that the blacks don't get involved in [parish] organiza-
tions."8
Some people recognized that part of their resistance to blacks was
rooted in their own clannishness and isolation. "I never had to think
about a black person," D. Foertsch explained. "I knew they were
around. I knew they shoveled the coal in right under my dining room
window.... So I was in my own ghetto and very protected."9 Resent-
ment ofblacks was compounded by those who had uprooted themselves
before. "There are plenty of people who are bitter years later because
... they have been uprooted two or three times," explained M. Dunne.
"They've been burned some place else."IO
Migration patterns on Chicago's South Side reveal the reluctance
of many Irish and Catholics to abandon a parish-based neighborhood.
By locating parishes where children who made their first communion
in St. Sabina's had been baptized, a map of Catholic migration in
Chicago's Southwest Side emerges (Table 15). Twenty-three percent of
first communicant families had within a seven-year period left neigh-
borhoods in flux because of racial change.11
"I used to think," M. Joyce said, "If they really want to get away,
why don't they really make a big jump.... Why didn't they go far out?
But that just seemed to be the tendency. . . . They came from St.
Carthage to Leo, then from Leo to St. Sabina, then from St. Sabina to
Little Flower. That's the way they'd jump, saying they were chased
out!"12
South Side Irish parish-hopping was in part because of their
reluctance to stray from parish-centered communities and in part
because oftheir mistaken assumption that the black population would
not increase nor would blacks want to move outside their "own" area.
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"They thought it would stop at their borders," explained R. McClory.
"It was a most unrealistic kind of thinking."13 "We thought ... that
Sabina's would never go black," said T. O'Rourke. "We thought that
the blacks had always moved to State Street, Michigan Avenue, South
Park [King Drive]. And they always said they wanted to be near the
elevated and buses. We said that about them. And we thought they'd
never come west of State Street.... We thought we were safe."14 The
"no man's land" between the black belt and the white South Side,
however, kept creeping further and further west. For a time State
Street was the demarcation line, later it became Halsted Street, then
Ashland Avenue, to where it rests in the late 1980s tenuously on
Western Avenue.
The experiences and attitudes his parishioners inherited and ac-
quired made it difficult for Monsignor McMahon to persuade St. Sabina
parishioners to adopt a more generous and tolerant attitude toward
blacks. "They would have thought letting the 'Eyetalians' in was the
height ofintegration," related Father Riordan.15 Many were dubious of
the arguments that blacks, like the Irish, were simply trying to better
their lives for themselves and their families. "I don't think they bought
that," said T. O'Rourke. "They didn't like what they saw.... These
stories about the blacks don't keep up their property and all that. We'd
see that going down on the el.... When whites were there, it was an
old neigllborhood, but a good neighborhood. And then [blacks] took it
over and it was burned out.... They were ghettoes right away."16 "The
general notion was that they were not up to snuff," explained J.
Hagerty. "It was a general fear of them ... something you were raised
up with somehow. It was never any big issue in our house, but it was
something that you just sort of knew-Well, blacks are fine but they
should stay by themselves."17
Monsignor McMahon's strategy to combat these attitudes was to
help whites maintain level heads in the midst of panic peddling by
continually reminding them of the strengths and benefits of their
present community. "You have one of the best neighborhoods in Chi-
cago and never question that," he wrote. 'eyou have facilities for your
spiritual development for the education of your children, for their
physical development and your own recreation which are equaled by
few parishes in the Archdiocese. The tuition in your school is by far the
lowest in the Diocese [sic], the teaching staff, the buildings, etc., are
the best. There are no double shifts, no huge building programs, no call
for extra ordinary sacrifice to put up new buildings. . . . Count your
blessings and realize that many neighborhoods have bigger problems
and the newer parishes and suburban areas do have, and will have,
the same problems."18
Monsignor McMahon's approach was generally understated. While
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he wrote of ose in The Seraph and spoke on it occasionally from the
pulpit, it was mostly through conversation and by example that he
sought to influence his flock. His role, as he saw it, and that ofthe other
priests, was to be ofpersonal service in dealing with problems arising
in the neighborhood. He said: "The priests are at your beck and call to
help you squash any rumors and to advise you on any changes which
might take place in your particular neighborhood" and "Remember
that it is to the advantage of certain salesmen to spread rumors, to
scare you, to make you emotionally upset. They feel that the lie that
they tell you will be spread by you and others to their financial
advantage. You owe it to yourself and to your neighbors to demand
proof from everyone for any statement affecting the neighborhood."20
For the most part, McMahon kept the issue on a very simple,
spiritual level. "He was low-keyed about everything," explained M.
Dunne. "He was a very mild-mannered man. You would not think from
his personality that he would have been into this.... he tried to keep
it on a spiritual level." She could not even recall him speaking about
the racial situation from the pulpit.21
While they were a bit skeptical of OSC's policies and its ability to
maintain the community, parishioners did not try to interfere or stop
the involvement of the parish in the organization. "People would say
antagonistic things," recalled R. McClory. "But on the whole people
would just sit there [in church] and they would contribute.... They
knew their contributions were going to OSC. There was no boycott of
collections. And a lot ofpeople would say, 'I don't like it, but 1suppose
that's the way we ought to be.' "22
Many people, though, had conflicting views of what exactly Mon-
signor McMahon's goals and motives were. "I think he was trying to
preserve his parish," T. O'Rourke argued. "He would like it not to turn
overnight."23 Others were a bit more cynical, believing egotism played
a role. "In the back of his mind, he thought he was going to have the
first parish that was integrated," B. DesChatelets speculated.24
Many parishioners resented Monsignor McMahon's efforts to wel-
come blacks. "When a black family would move in, he would make a
special point to go visit them and welcome them ... but he wouldn't
even say 'hi' to the white family next door," complained B.
DesChatelets.25 "When the first blacks came to the school, the pastor ...
would take them up into the classroom for the first time and welcome
them into the neighborhood," concurred T. O'Rourke. "A lot of Irish
resented that. They said 'nobody welcomed my child when they came
here.' Well, ofcourse, they didn't have to be, but they were very critical
of the pastor for that."26
R. McClory recalled an incident in which Monsignor McMahon did
more than say hello. He showed his irritation at the reluctance of
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whites to follow his example. "When the first black people moved into
the block on Carpenter Street . . . McMahon went down to welcome
them," he said. "It was a summer day and people were out on their
porches looking to see what was going on. And McMahon shouted
'Come on out, everybody. Welcome your new neighbors!' " McClory said
he often heard complaints that McMahon was nicer to blacks than to
whites. But McMahon realized he needed to put out the extra effort for
blacks, whereas whites were already Catholics-"paying parishion-
ers."27
E. Lawrence moved to the area in 1963 and was one of the first
African Americans in St. Sabina's. Contrary to the perceptions of
whites, in her experience, no one, not even Monsignor McMahon,
welcomed her into the parish. No one was ever hostile or disrespectful,
but "nobody said anything to" her. It would not be until many years
later that she would come to know him and love him.28
Others, though, were very moved by the Christian examples of
this frail, sometimes cantankerous old priest and began to rethink
their attitudes on race. "It was because ofMonsignor's teaching rather
than his preaching," D. Foertsch claimed, that he inspired her. She had
to admit that part of this was due to his unintelligible sermons. "You
knew if he was going to say mass that the homily would drag on and
as hard as you tried you would not get a thing out of it.... It would
always start out and end up with the Legion of Mary. But that was
okay, [it was] his example.... Whenever I think ofhim, I think of the
word 'humility.' He was like Jesus."29 "I can't recall him making any
grandiose statement ofany kind about it," reflected M. Joyce. "He was
just being a pastor for his flock."30 Because of his example, G. Benzig
attended mass at St. Sabina's and sent her children to the school,
although she lived in St. Leo's parish. She often thought, like many
people, as she watched him walk through the streets with Champ his
dog, that he was a saintly man.31
However, many resisted hearing his message. "Many people never
forgave Monsignor because he taught us," said Dee Foertsch. "I say
taught because I never had to use tolerance. I learned from Monsignor
... through conversations with him or going to organizations, to accept
people and judge them for themselves.... other people were putting a
wall up, saying 'Don't penetrate that. 1 do not want to be tolerant. 1
don't want to live with them. 1want things to always be the way they
are'.... The first ones to move were the first ones that didn't want to
hear it at al1."32
Monsignor McMahon's and asc's efforts did have a stabilizing
effect on the parish. Although people were leery about the prospects of
sharing a neighborhood with blacks, most people in St. Sabina's did
not begin a wholesale panic when the first black families began to move
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into the parish. In 1963 and 1964 "the real estate men were making
their rounds through the parish, panic peddling," explained R.
McClory. "They were moving through the parish ringing doorbells
and leafleting. There was a great sense of unease.... Life went on
anyhow.... There was no sense that things were different."33 The
nuns in the school reported the same relaxed attitude toward integra-
tion. They wrote to their mother house: "Our school was integrated
racially with the coming of the King family offour children in Decem-
ber. Three other families came soon after. On the whole the children
were accepted very well."34
Monsignor McMahon recruited many volunteers for OBC from the
various parish organizations he helped establish at St. Sabina's in the
previous decade. "There were a large number, maybe twenty-five or
thirty people in the parish," said R. McClory, who thought "there was
no reason why this [parish] should not be an integrated community. A
lot of these people worked with OSC."35
St. Sabina's Christian Family Movement (CFM) chapter stood out
in its willingness to face the racial question head on.36 Its approach to
religious and social concerns was designed to encourage a more expan-
sive spiritual view of world problems. In 1964-65 it received added
impetus from the national organization when it recommended the race
issue for its Social Inquiry.37
Besides participating in OSC, St. Sabina's CFM chapter initiated
its own activities and turned to Friendship House for guidance on the
race issue. In 1955, Friendship House had begun a home visit program
between whites and blacks. Its staff arranged for a small group of
whites to meet in the home of a black middle-class family, or at least
one that was financially secure, to discuss racial issues and prejudices.
The black host family would relate their experiences with and conse-
quences of prejudice and discrimination in their lives.. Friendship
House firmly believed that positive personal contact was crucial to
dispelling racial stereotypes. Intellectual arguments, they thought,
were generally ineffective because racism was more a product of
irrational fears. It was more important to influence the emotions, and
this could be best done on a personal basis. By meeting face to face,
problems in race relations became less abstract and more human.3s
Initially, many blacks doubted that these visits would result in
substantive changes. Yet, after their first session, they realized that
many whites were not so much prejudiced as extremely ignorant ofthe
black experience and needed to be educated. Friendship House's paper,
Community, described their simple belief: "Visits to Negro homes
awaken whites to the simple fact that "Negro" family life is as normal
as their own, and that at least this Negro's home and property are well
kept. This chips away at the mental block ofprejudice.... As the facts
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speak for themselves some progress is made toward the ultimate goal
of integration: to see everyone as individuals, not as a race."39
Friendship House staff also arranged for visits of blacks to white
homes. Whites who were unwilling to go to black homes could be
reached this way, and blacks would be given the opportunity to meet
whites, who would welcome them if they decided to move into the
neighborhood. In this situation white hosts invited friends and neigh-
bors. They and their black guests, then, acted as team educators.4o
Each year the home visit program became more popular through-
out Chicago. In 1963 Friendship House sponsored a citywide, one-day
home visit program in conjunction with the National Conference on
Religion and Race that was held in Chicago from January 14 to 18th.
The home visits were a common effort on the part of Catholics,
Protestants, and Jews. On January 6 five hundred black host families
welcomed three thousand visitors. The success ofthese visits prompted
the various religious denominations to establish the Greater Chicago
Interracial Home Visitation Committee. They helped organize a na-
tional home visit day on October 27, 1963. Project Friendship won the
praise of President John F. Kennedy and received national media
coverage. On that day 119 cities and 115,000 people participated in the
home visits.41
In addition to the home visit program, Friendship House was also
interested in using the structure of the Catholic church in their war on
racism by developing a parish-to-parish program. White parishes
visited black parishes and celebrated the Eucharist together. The staff
thought that having whites watch blacks receive Communion would
be a powerful image of their common bond in Christ. After mass,
participants gathered for luncheon and a panel discussion by both
participating parishes. Later black parishes returned the compliment
by inviting the white parish to their church.42
In January 1965, St. Sabina's CFM chapter visited Friendship
House to obtain materials on the home visit program. The parish
branch of the Archdiocesan Council of Catholic Women also partici-
pated in Friendship House programs. Monsignor McMahon gave them
his full support. They began home visits starting with black Catholic
families in the parish and then expanded beyond that.43 "It was kind
of a trial period," said M. Joyce. "We would go to families from St.
Columbanus, which was black, and we had several come over to our
house.... It certainly broke the ice.... It didn't take as long to perhaps
make a breakthrough as it would ifwe had still just stayed in our little
areas.... It was just another outlet for us to express ourselves that we
were willing to let others come into our lives or communities."44 D.
Foertsch described the growth of vision of St. Sabina's CFM chapter.
"We broke from being just a nucleus of Sabina's to the Sabina's
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community.... We had a feeling of ecumenism, and we had religious
services that we shared. . .. It was getting to know black people
socially, and I kind of liked it. It was exciting times."45 Those involved
in the exchanges claimed that many people's attitudes had been
softened by the experience. Most agreed, though, in retrospect, that
the visits were awkward and stilted and their influence limited. Most
people who participated in the exchanges were generally favorably
disposed toward blacks to begin with.46
Nor were all parishioners enthusiastic about the visits. "I don't
know how some ofour neighbors felt about us," M. Joyce commented.
"They probably thought we were out on a limb at times."47 B.
DesChatelets recalled the sentiments of many. McMahon, he said,
"wanted the whites to have [blacks] for Sunday dinner even ... before
they moved in.... The parish and the people resented that."48
Attitudes toward crime became the real test for parish resolve.
During the decade, increases in crime in the Gresham police district
were frequently reported in the local newspaper. This put a strain on
the credulity ofthe integrationists. Initially, the crimes that generated
the most concern were located on asc's eastern boundary, where
teenagers engaged in racial harassment. In the first six months of1961
there were approximately ten attempts to destroy black-owned prop-
erty through window breaking and fire bombing. Antiblack demonstra-
tions were also staged at the newly purchased homes ofblack families.
White youths beat black teenagers, who retaliated in kind. The tense
situation was made even more frightening when four black families in
the area armed themselves with guns for protection. ase hielped
defuse this explosive situation by promising the black families full
protection if they gave up their weapons. Since publicity proved to be
the bane ofthe perpetrators ofthese crimes, OSC distributed informa-
tion on these occurrences and increased police vigilance.49 By August
1961 racial disturbances were considerably reduced.50 E. Lawrence had
been warned by friends not to move into the area because it was white
and there would be trouble. However, by the time she moved into the
parish in 1963, she encountered no violence. Her sons were occasion-
ally called names, but their general experience was. one of benign
neglect.51
However, as the decade progressed so did fear of crime. Juvenile
offenses, such as bicycle thefts and purse-snatchings, along with auto
and auto accessory theft, became increasingly common. Gradually,
house burglaries became more frequent and soon were the greatest
law-and-order concern in the ose area. During the early 1960s, crime
in the Gresham police district rose at a faster rate than in the city as
a whole. By 1963 OSC and other community leaders were petitioning
the police department for more patrolmen.52
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"The crime was high enough that we had to nail all the windows
shut," explained J. Nelligan. "The house was broken into a couple of
times. My father was beaten up a couple oftimes."53 Women had their
purses snatched at the bank.54 Just the fear ofcrime became a problem
for people doing business in the community. "The doctors would leave
because their other patients would be afraid to come in," related T.
O'Rourke. "They'd have trouble with their cars. The blacks would steal
their cars or take things."55
R. McClory thought that it was the talk of crime itself more than
its actuality that heightened people's anxiety. "Everyone talked about
it.... There were occasional houses broken into.... You would hear
about burglaries and purse-snatchings It did go up, but what went
up more was the perception of crime but it would often be black on
black."56
Besides the growing fear of crime, Auburn-Gresham's population
increased dramatically, making the area less hospitable. For the
previous twenty years it had remained relatively stable, but the
population grew from 59,484 to 68,846 between 1960 and 1970. The
swell ofcars and noise made the area less appealing, and the congestion
made safety even more of a problem. "It became more difficult to find
a place to park," related M. Dunne. ''You couldn't come home late and
find a place."57
Many people, though, simply could not easily move even if they
wanted to. Auburn-Gresham's and St. Sabina's populations were ag-
ing. Table 17 reveals this age shift. In 1930 the largest age cohort was
that between twenty and forty-four years ofage. By 1960 it had shifted
to the forty-five to sixty-four years of age group. Those sixty-five and
older increased from 4 percent of the population to 14 percent.58
Retirees living on a fixed income and those in their middle years
could not risk losses from their investments in their homes. "Many
could not afford to [leave]," related'M. Dunne. "They thought they were
going to live there for the rest of their lives."59 Others felt it was either
now or never for them to leave. "The kids were pretty well grown and
a lot of them figured it was about the last chance that they'd get to
move," explained B. DesChatelets. "They moved out. They could sell
their homes and get a pretty good price.... Basically, it was a fear of
what it would be like. This was a big thing."60 Mter years of living in
a familiar parish setting, it would be difficult for many to adjust to a
new environment.
But through all these trials the majority of parishioners in St.
Sabina held tight to their homes. "I was amazed at how calm everybody
was," R. McClory reflected. "In '64 and '65 people were talking ...
saying 'I don't know whether it will work.' 'There's so much violence
around.' 'We're going to lose a lot ofmoney from selling our house ifwe
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don't go.' [But] 'don't worry, Father, we're going to stay if it's at all
possible.' Then, just all of sudden ... everybody was saying they were
going to stay and then they allleft."61
The decisive event that tipped the racial scale in the neighborhood
was the fatal-shooting ofFrank Kelly. On August 16, 1965, Frank lost
his life from a bullet shot at him by a black teenager.62 Father Daniel
Sullivan was assigned to St. Sabina's that summer. Although he,
himself, was not at the scene of the shooting, he remembered the talk
and turmoil in the rectory over the murder. "It was just kids yelling at
each other, taunting each other," he said. "It just happened that at
least one of the black kids had a gun. It wouldn't have been common
that any of those.... Sabina's guys to have any weapons like that ...
[but] they used to swagger around."63 Frank Kelly was not well known
in the parish, but after his death his name became a household word.
"Instantly, instantly, everybody knew that name-Frank Kelly. The
horror that spread! The fear that it engendered! Up to that time people
had been figuring they were going to buck it out."64 The shocked parish
rallied behind the Kelly family. Frank's friends collected nearly three
thousand dollars, a considerable sum then, for his widowed mother.
Hundreds ofpeople turned out for the wake and the funeral.65
Despite this showing of community solidarity, many people who
had taken pride in their parish began to pull up stakes. "It was that
incident, probably more than anything else, that convinced hundreds
of people to leave," explained R. McClory. "That event had kind of a
symbolic significance.... The church was packed [forl the funeral for
Kelly."66
Tension permeated the neighborhood for the next several weeks.
Father White, who had been director of the youth programs, found
himself in the position of calming the young people of the parish. "It
was the most excruciating time of his life," related Father Sullivan.
"These guys saw their friend killed in front of them and they were
ordinary people. . . . Everything in their lives was at that moment
being threatened.... He [White] was trying to prevent a blood bath."
Father White was afraid the community center might serve as a
staging ground for a reprisal. On the advice ofthe police, he closed the
center for the rest of the summer. No one wanted to go there anyway.
Parents were now afraid to let their kids go to a place that now seemed
dangerous. The once lively center had become an empty shell. Father
White, however, succeeded in defusing this tense situation.67
After the shooting, the parish rolls drastically declined. At the end
of 1965 the parish reported a drop of one thousand families, and in
1966 St. Sabina lost another thousand (Table 18). For Father Sullivan,
who had just arrived in the parish, the mass exodus was a depressing
experience. "It was sort of a despairing time for me personally....
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Table 18. St. Sabina Parish Enrollment, 1958-1968
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Year
1958
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968 (estimated)
Source: St. Sabina Annual Reports.
Families
2,965
2,930
1,908
900
530
400
Persons
10,400
8,932
6,525
2,970
1,560
Instead of people saying 'hello,' they were saying 'good-bye.' " Parish-
ioners, he recalled, said, " 'Well, I don't know if I should even bother
meeting you because I'm going to move.' " He often made sick calls and
communion visits to the elderly and home-bound in the parish. They
would say to him, "Ah, Father! You seem to be a lovely priest, but this
is the last time that you'll be coming over to us because after Frank
Kelly, we couldn't be safe around here." Father Sullivan realized that
he was witnessing the end of an era, and he tried to "savor a bit of the
huge double massing-a mass in the upper church and a mass in the
lower church simultaneously. The huge numbers!~68
In this fear-ridden situation it would have been difficult for anyone
to have stopped the wholesale abandonment of the parish. The Irish
proclivity for apartment dwellings proved to be the bane of a stable
community. Many people said that the apartment buildings in the
neighborhood were the first to let blacks in. "There were so many
apartment buildings there," explained B. DesChatelets. "The people
just picked up and left."69
Blacks and whites had different perceptions of what was happen-
ing in the community. E. Lawrence commented that she did not
remember the Kelly shooting. She thought it was just the presence of
blacks that scared people into moving.70
"You did see for sale signs allover," said Ann Gaskin. "Every week
someone was moving out. It was constant. It would go from block to
block."71 Rumors and gossip spread through the streets of the parish
like fire. "A lot of [fear and panic] was created by people talking on the
corners," said M. Dunne. "It was just whispering.... They were talking
about the movement of the new people coming in."72 D. Foertsch dryly
remarked, "Wherever two or three are gathered, they were talking
about who moved out and who was going to move in."73
The fear, the doubts, and the anxieties about whether to move or
stay, along with seeing old friends and neighbors leaving at a rapid
rate, confused, disappointed, and hurt many people. "The sense of
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wondering what is going to happen.... The fundamental attitude was
one of fear, mixed with some degree of racism, but not vehemently,"
explained R. McClory. "They were afraid that they were going to lose
the value of their house, and they're going to have to move."74 In this
situation parishioners could sell their homes only to blacks. "The real
estate people wouldn't direct any white people toward a home in that
neighborhood," explained Monsignor J. Egan. "Then the people got
blamed for that."75 In this situation many people adopted a different
mentality than the more philosophic one Monsignor McMahon advo-
cated. "When you talk about blockbusting," explained G. Hendry,
"you're talking about economic hardship, not racial or social justice."76
The economic reality was that the last white family to sell its house in
a transitional neighborhood was risking just about all its net worth.
In a situation like this, OSC organizer Nick von Hoffman believed the
problem became socio-economic rather than purely racial.77
As blockbusters made their way through St. Sabina's, parishioners
had to deal with their intrusions. "The real estate people would send
people to your door saying, 'Did you know a black family moved onto
your block?'" said M. Dunne. "We'd say 'Yes, we do' even if we didn't
know."78 "John McMahon reserved his greatest anger for the panic-ped-
dlers," related Monsignor Egan.79 He personally asked a parishioner
in real estate not to come into the area; he was disappointed.80
"I don't have any idea what anybody could have done to change
that situation to really make it work," R. McClory said dejectedly. "The
pressure was there. There was such ingrained fear mixed with preju-
dice that just fed on itself. . . . Homes were broken into. Real estate
people were ... spreading rumors. And there were enough real things
to hear about, shootings and robberies and muggings."81
Although the parish collectively voiced its support of integration
under Monsignor McMahon's leadership, the decision to leave or go
was a painfully lonely and isolated one. People were reluctant to
discuss their plans. "People were ashamed to tell you they were selling
their house," B. DesChatelets said. "[Sometimes] you never saw signs
for sale. They just sold and that was it.... It made for a lot of hard
feelings. "82 This happened with a neighbor who owned a two-flat. When
Mr. DesChatelets asked the neighbor what he was planning to do, the
man said he was going to stay. But in fact he had already sold the
building and moved out at the end of the week.83
"They would often keep quiet about [moving]," concurred T.
O'Rourke. He had a similar experience with a family friend and
neighbor of thirty-five years. "She sold her house. She didn't say
good-bye, like she was ashamed to leave.... We never heard from her
again." He said they did not hold it against her because "everybody did
it."84 M. Dunne claimed some people moved out in the middle of the
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night without telling anyone. "They actually did that ... because they
were ashamed to admit that they ... were deceiving people.... They
were going to stay and they didn't."85
Those who resisted the initial impulse to leave St. Sabina's after
the Kelly shooting found it hard to maintain their resolve when the
racial situation in Chicago began to explode at the same time. St.
Sabina's could not remain isolated from national events. By 1963,
Chicago blacks, inspired by the civil rights movement, began to agitate
to change their second-class citizenship. Even the usually obsequious
black politicians began to stir up Chicago politics. In late spring, six
black aldermen, generally known as the Silent Six because of their
fealty to the mayor, arranged a private meeting with Richard J. Daley.
They warned him ofthe inroads the civil rights movement was making
in their wards and advised him to make some showing of intervention
and concern for black issues. They needed to prove to their constituents
that they were working on their behalf. In order not to upset 'his
coalition, Daley made what seemed to be a bold move toward racial
equality but would, in fact, not alter the status quo. He asked James
C. Murray, alderman of the 18th ward, which covered much ofOSC's
territory, including St. Sabina's, to draft a fair housing ordinance.
Murray was aghast at the idea. He told the mayor his constituents
would destroy him for sponsoring such an ordinance. Daley told him
the city needed it and that was that. Murray did sponsor a bill in the
city council which prohibited discrimination in real estate listings and
sales. It passed into law September 11 over the opposition of sixteen
"loyal" aldermen.86
Murray tried to explain to his constituents that the new ordinance
simply protected homeowners against blockbusters and called for the
revocation of city and state brokers licenses of realtors engaging in
unfair practices. It did not usurp property owners' rights to sell or rent
to whomever they pleased. Murray did not feel he was very convincing,
and therefore, did not run for re-election in 1967. He had hoped other
Southwest Side aldermen would stand united with him on this issue,
but they did not. Several of them actually used their opposition to the
ordinance in their re-election campaign. The bill, however, was largely
symbolic. Implementing it entailed long, involved hearings with the
city's Commission on Human Relations.87
In January 1966 Dr. Martin Luther King brought the civil rights
movement to the North and made Chicago his headquarters. Initially,
his campaign was focused on slum reform. Mayor Daley did not want
to be targeted as the enemy of black Chicago so he heaped praise on
King and his work and expounded on what the city was doing to
address black concerns. Unable to attack the reigning powers directly,
King decided to launch a campaign to integrate Chicago neighborhoods
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by staging nonviolent marches into white neighborhoods to champion
open occupancy.88
King chose the Southwest Side as the place for his first march. On
July 24, 1966, three hundred black and white marchers, holding hands
and singing hymns, headed west along 71st Street, then turned north
to 67th Street. They crossed Halsted, Ashland, and finally reached
Western Avenue. An angry crowd greeted them with bricks, bottles,
rocks, and cherry bombs. The violence created sympathy among blacks
and whites for the movement. New recruits poured in and inspired
King to try again five days later. This second march also took place in
the Southwest area in Marquette Park and met the same virulent
hatred. There was one more march that September in the suburb of
Cicero with the same results.89
The violent conflict the marches provoked frightened many resi-
dents on the Southwest Side and seemed to confirm the opinion that
"there would be trouble" ifblacks and whites tried to mix. However, it
was King's assassination in Memphis on April 4, 1968 that proved the
final blow to St. Sabina's hope for peaceful integration. The shooting
unleashed a torrent of black anger throughout the nation. Over one
hundred cities, including Chicago, erupted in riots. While most of the
rioting and destruction took place on the West Side, the apparent
message was not lost on South Siders.
J. McDermott of the Catholic Interracial Council said, "The grow-
ing voices of anger and black power ... all chilled hope that we could
have peaceful community relations." At the same time that a small,
but growing number of white Catholic communities saw themselves
"offering the hand of cooperation they were looking at television
and hearing these angry voices That was another nail in OSC's
coffin."90 It was also the final nail for St. Sabina's. "Once whites
accepted blacks," related C. Marble, an Mrican American who moved
to the area in 1968, "blacks had their own agenda."91 By 1970, St.
Sabina's was primarily black. Auburn-Gresham was 69 percent black,
most being in its eastern section where St. Leo's and St. Sabina's were
located.92
Some whites did stay, partly out ofloyalty to Monsignor McMahon,
partly because of their own convictions that whites and blacks could
live together, and partly because of their lack of alternatives. Many
who stayed often developed good relations with their black neighbors,
and had many oftheir remaining stereotypes challenged. "They always
got along with the one next door," T. O'Rourke recollected. "I've heard
that from many who stayed a few years. And the old ones that stayed
say they [the blacks] looked out for them."93 J. Nelligan said his
parent's neighbors "were very good and looked after them and helped
out a lot when they couldn't shovel the snow."94 "When that huge snow
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storm occurred, [1967]" said M. Dunne, "those black men on our block
got out and shoveled the street from curb to curb. We made huge pots
of coffee and took them out. They were wonderful. I would have no
complaints about our neighbors."95 "All ofour neighbors were colored,"
M. Joyce said. "They were just as kindly as they could be.... We had
a nice block club.... In fact, when I left, they presented me with a
plaque for our cooperation."96 "They're the same," D. Foertsch discov-
ered. "They go to work. They're struggling to meet their mortgage
payments like I was, and they wanted the same thing for their kids."97
Those who took the time to get to know the newcomers learned
about the insults and the feelings of rejection that blacks felt when
whites fled from them. "I remember one woman saying to me," recalled
M. Joyce, " 'you can't imagine, Mrs. Joyce, how it feels to be ignored
and disliked just because of your color.' Her white neighbors were
moving. She said, 'If we had done anything to them, if we had been
dirty, or we had been wrecking anything, doing anything that would
be a bad neighbor, but just because my color is black. It hurts.' I'll
always remember that."98 D. Foertsch recalled similar conversations
with blacks. "Their experiences ofinjustices that I could not believe.!"99
However, mutual respect was not the whole story of the parish
during the period oftransition and when it was primarily black. There
were conflicts and cultural differences that often made life tense. "The
cultural differences were very great," said R. McClory. He noted a gulf
between the young people of the parish. "The symbolic thing for me
was at the girls' sodality mass. On the left side of the church was all
black, the other white.... Nobody told them to sit that way. It was the
cultural differences. They had nothing to share. While there were white
girls that would go out of their way to have black friends, for the most
part they found mixing difficult. loO
Once the Sunday night dances resumed months after the Kelly
shooting, only whites attended even though the neighborhood was
getting to be more and more black. "There was no possibility of
integrating [them]," said R. McClory. "Nobody even gave it a moment's
thought.... First of all, they didn't dance to the same music."lol Mter
the Kelly's death just a few feet away from the dance hall, it would
have been unlikely that blacks would have been wanted. It was also
essentially a Catholic dance, advertised primarily at Catholic high
schools, although Protestants were admitted.
K. Kopcinski, who attended the dances in 1967 and 1968, said it
was her impression that blacks did not feel welcome. But she also
thought the music separated them. Whites listened to the Beatles, the
Beach Boys, and even the Supremes and Smokey Robinson, whereas
blacks listened to music she could only describe as "funky" and unfa-
miliar to whites. Although she had never witnessed any confrontations
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between whites and blacks, problems existed within this dual youth
culture.102 "Black people would be hanging around outside on the
street Whites would be coming out ofthe dance.... The cops would
come Everybody would be nervous."103
C. Marble was impressed by the efforts the priests and nuns made
toward welcoming blacks, but he felt they lacked the skills to integrate
young people from the different races. Some of the religious, while
well-intended, were very awkward around blacks and tended to asso-
ciate more with white children.104
R. McClory recalled other incidents that made whites a bit leery
of the presence of these "interlopers" in their neighborhood. "Black
people would be out fighting in the alley amongst themselves ... not
even fighting, cussing at each other.... Is that a violent crime? No,
but it did have an effect. And loud music playing next door, this goofy
music. Folks would think it was jungle music.... And people would
see blacks walking around with big Dobermans. They're not crimes....
They're part of a cultural difference."105 A. Gaskin felt that people
tended to overlook the fact that it was not all that uncommon for there
to be fights among the Irish outside the local tavems.106
By 1968, many residents considered voting five precincts of
Auburn Park dry-an ironic turn for a neighborhood in which the
saloon was so important to social life. Taverns and liquor stores had
proliferated to the point that residents felt the area had more than it
could support. They also worried that the atmosphere would promote
"all types of illegal activity." The move, however, was unsuccessful. l07
Tavern life and etiquette had changed. While the area was Irish,
the common practice was to order a drink at the bar and talk to the
other patrons. A folk tradition among the Irish maintained that an
Irishman could drink more whiskey from a standing position. When
blacks started coming in, they tended to order a pint of whiskey and
then sit at a table by themselves or with friends. "They're as clannish
as the Irish," B. DesChatelets said of the blacks. He did not find their
attempts at social interaction very genuine. "They put on an artificial
veneer to get by."108
"They probably didn't feel welcome," replied C. Marble to the
accusation that African Americans were antisocial. When he first
moved into the area, Marble would stop in at local drinking estab-
lishments and sit at the bar. He was generally ignored. Ifhe had been
more of a barfly, he said, he might have been more persistent in his
experiment in how the races got along there. "The neighborhood just
stopped welcoming newcomers," he said, now that they were black, and
blacks generally did not put out the effort to change the attitudes of
whites. "They were both wrong," said Marble. I09
Although the neighborhood was predominantly black in 1971, the
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ushers at St. Sabina's remained white. Many of these ushers left their
new parishes to serve at St. Sabina's on Sunday so strong was their
attachment to this parish. "They felt a kind ofownership," R. McClory
explained. "Well, the church wasn't full of blacks . . . and they hated
blacks. They'd be sneering at them as they walked in."110 This situation
put the pastor in a difficult position. He needed the money the ushers
collected so he could not dismiss the white ushers, but to not have black
ushers was clearly unjust. All he could do was to let time take its
course.
The religious life of the parish had also begun to change. The more
pietistic and devotional practices of the Irish did not appeal to some
black Catholics. "People resisted the loss ofthe old structures," said R.
McClory. Blacks "did not feel obligated by the same rules. Didn't have
the Janesenistic understanding of Catholicism that we had. They
didn't quite get the idea that you had to go to mass every Sunday....
There was the feeling that these things weren't important."lll
C. Marble agreed that blacks did not feel obligated to go to church
regularly or contribute in a substantial way to the upkeep ofthe church
facilities. Since most African Americans were converts to Catholicism,
they were not accustomed to the devotional forms of worship and the
confraternities the Irish participated in. The Holy Narne and the Altar
and Rosary Societies did not have organized commentators at meetings
since everyone was acquainted with the procedures and understood
their meaning. When blacks started attending, meetings had to have
readers and commentators in order to accommodate them. Today the
Holy Name Society is called the Men's Club.112 E. Lawrence converted
to Catholicism because "Baptist churches turned [her] off." She did a
lot of reading and searching and finally decided that the Catholic
Church was where she wanted to worship. While St. Sabina's was
primarily a white parish, going "to church was more an appreciation
for the fact that God loved me." But when she went home, she did not
feel any more fulfilled. She tried to read the English translation ofthe
mass in her prayer books, but "didn't get full benefit from" the Latin
mass. Overall, she was indifferent to the service.113
St. Sabina school experienced many strains during the transition
as well. Since so many white Catholics, who sent their children to the
Catholic schools, were leaving the area, the public schools, which were
once the domain of Protestants, were not equipped to handle full
community enrollment. They quickly became overcrowded. This had a
major impact on St. Sabina's school. "Maybe the most important thing
was the school," R. McClory asserted. "The public schools in the area
had been empty ... because it was the Protestants who went there.
[They] were suddenly jammed with black kids. So these factors made
the Catholic schools more desirable [to black parentsl .... I remember
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around '68 ... people were lined up on Throop Street all around the
comer to register for our sChOO!."114
"The greatest attribute to the community, besides praying to God,"
explained C. Marble, "was the school." This was the primary attrac-
tion for blacks for joining the parish. Like the Irish, Mrican Ameri-
cans appreciated the daily exposure to religion that their children
got in Catholic schools, as well as the discipline and the uniforms.
The fact that many African Americans stopped attending .church
once their children graduated from St. Sabina school shows how
much the school acted as the attraction for many Mrican-American
parents.115
Since many ofthe new black pupils were not Catholic, this created
a whole set of issues to deal with. In 1967 the Dominicans reported to
the mother house: "School opened on Sept. 6 with an enrollment of930,
the beginning of a significant time change. The lowered enrollment
was caused by about 200 transfers of white children and about 100
admissions of Negroes. The great majority of the latter were not
Catholic. This marked the beginning ofa radical change in the nature
of the school.116
The curriculum also had to be adjusted "to meet the needs and
interests of culturally deprIved children."117 This created anxiety and
frustration for nuns in the classroom who did not think standards
ought to be compromised and whose white, Catholic, middle-class
values made it difficult for them to relate to the children. The open talk
of sex among grade-school children shocked the sisters. One nun said
it was difficult for her to cope with the fact that many of the students
had been raped.liS
The parish bitterly fought over what to do about religious instruc-
tion and whether blacks should be obligated to become Catholics in
order to send their children to the school. The mothers' club and the
new school board became the staging ground for the conflict. C. Marble,
who had officially been baptized a Catholic in St. Sabina's, had partici-
pated in the Church most ofhis life and appreciated the strict demands
the Church placed on its members. He and the one other African
American on the board were very concerned about not relaxing rules
and standards. The Irish Americans involved with the school, he said,
were used to having the school filled and wanted to reach out to the
broader community to fill the empty space. Eventually, the policy for
admitting non-Catholic black children into St. Sabina school was
resolved by requiring parents to take instruction in Catholicism so they
would know what their children were learning, but they had no
obligation to become Catholics. We "hoped for, but did not demand,
conversion," explained C. Marble. Priority was given to children within
the area. Parents were expected to be churchgoers and were required
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to present a letter from their pastor confirming their attendance at a
congregation of their choosing. Children were not allowed to continue
in the school if parents did not cooperate.119
Since the parish changed over from white to black so rapidly, the
school tuition had to be raised to seven dollars in order to compensate
for declining enrollments. This was still not enough to cover all oper-
ating expenses. The school board had to sponsor a "Share the Load"
program and devised various ways to raise money from bingo games,
home parties, and an annual fund-raiser. C. Marble admitted that it
was difficult to get enough money out ofthe parish and parents to meet
all the operating expenses.120
Other aspects of the parish neighborhood were also changing. The
whites who did stay on gradually began to miss the familiar ebbs and
flows of traditional parish life. "Perhaps living among our Irish ghetto
was a little more comfortable than having people who were nice to each
other but yet we had nothing in common with," reflected M. Joyce. "The
way they've had to live was so much different than we white middle
class.... So we would have block meetings.... We participated in that
way, but it wasn't the same feeling of camaraderie as it is ifit's one of
your own kind."121 Some simply felt cut-off from their own culture. B.
DesChatelets recalled his mother's reaction to the area becoming
predominantly black. "My mother said, 'You know it didn't bother me
when they were moving this way.... It didn't bother me when they
were on the block.... But now that they're at the other end-now we're
surrounded!' And that's just about the way you felt."122
C. Marble agreed that whites who stayed were "culturally sub-
merged" by African-American culture. It was difficult to hold block
club barbecues. "Whites ate white food. Blacks ate black food." The
mothers' club also had a difficult time satisfying all parties. At that
time, most white women did not work and held luncheons where
"white" salads were served. Most African-American women did work
and could not attend the luncheons. Salads were not a usual part of
their meals.123
Although she liked her black neighbors, G. Benzig decided to leave
St. Sabina's because the area no longer seemed like it was her neigh-
borhood.124 "The new breed was taking over," said M. Joyce wistfully.
"It just wouldn't be the same."125 Many old-timers felt the issue of turf
deeply. B. DesChatelets recalled an incident when walking with his
wife in the parish. They heard a young black man say about them,
" 'What are those honkies. doing in my neighborhood?' My wife got so
mad!.... She said, 'What does he mean our neighborhood? This is our
neighborhood!' I never saw her get so upset."126
Living in an area that was predominantly black was problematic
for the remaining whites. Even blacks sadly realized this. D. Foertsch
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stayed on in St. Sabina's for many years. She moved when her children
grew older and she felt they needed white friends, too. "Everybody
understood why we were moving. It wasn't because I didn't like them
or the area, but I felt it had served its purpose.... I felt we had stayed
long enough to teach them [her children] what I wanted to teach them,
to see other kinds ofpeople in a normal home life situation."127 Others
left for security reasons. M. Dunne was the last white on her block to
move. "We thought we could stay," she said. "But it got to the point
where our new neighbors were telling us we better go. There was no
problem as far as we were concerned with getting along with them.
That was not it, but it was not safe."128
Even those who were willing to stay in the parish when it was black
eventually retired and moved to a smaller place or in with their
children. With their family and friends gone, there was no point in
staying.129
The feeling that they had "lost" their parish, a place that had been
so dear to them, made many people resent blacks all the more. "There
were a lot who left and blamed the blacks for [making them] give up
everything they had paid for and built up."130 Many former Sabinaites
moved to new suburban developments like Oak Lawn and helped
establish new parishes, such as St. Linus's, St. Catherine's, and St.
Germaine's. There they tried to create what they had left behind. "Oak
Lawn is loaded with them!"131 "When these guys got out there, they
wanted to make Linus's the new Sabina's, because they felt cheated,"
explained Father Riordan. "Theyhad built and run" St. Sabina's. When
they left many felt that "they were out in the desert with nothing."132
Those who stayed on in St. Sabina's blamed those who left. "I have no
resentment in my heart for [blacks] at all," said M. Joyce. "I had more
resentment for the whites that ran.... I really did."133
Monsignor McMahon also took the brunt of the blame for the
parish changing hands. "Monsignor McMahon was blamed.... A lot
ofpeople felt that he encouraged the change," said M. DUnne. "He was
a victim of the times ... but I know he would never change his mind.
He was committed to social justice.... He would go down fighting."134
D. Foertsch said many people claim they would still be in St. Sabina's
ifit were not for Monsignor McMahon. "In 1986, there's still some who
blame Monsignor because he had the audacity to welcome them in."135
"You'd have thought he'd gone out and dragged them in," said M. Joyce
of some people's feelings toward Monsignor McMahon. "He was being
accused of bringing them in . . . because he welcomed them. . . . He
didn't say 'you can't come to my parish'.... He went through a great
deal. I don't know how it affected him."136
It had a devastating effect on him. "One of the last conversations
I had with him," recalled Monsignor Egan, "he said, 'You know, Jack,
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the thing that hurts me the most was when some of our parishioners,
who had been loyal parishioners, friends of mine, moved out in the
middle of the night without ever saying good-bye.... They sold their
house to a black family and they were going to get out.' But he said, 'I
understood that. 1understood there were many, many reasons'.... He
had married them, baptized their kids. Their kids went through the
school . . . and he never heard from them again. Maybe they were
ashamed. Maybe they thought they were letting him down.... But all
through it, Monsignor McMahon ... was a tower of strength."137 Some
parishioners did not have any qualms about letting him know their
negative feelings, and wrote him bitter letters. "It hurt him deeply,"
said A. Gaskin, his administrative assistant. 138
Part ofthe reason Monsignor McMahon became the scapegoat was
because of his awkward personality. To a young and energetic priest
like Father Sullivan, working for the elderly McMahon was at times
frustrating and fraught with misunderstandings. "He was very much
an old-style priest," he said. "More interested in saving souls.... He
was sort of 'spacey'.... He wanted to do good and he believed that
God made all people, blacks and whites, equal. That's what Jesus
was saying.... He knew what a Catholic should experience ... but he
could never translate it into the common terms, to the common person.
He'd say 'You've got to welcome the black people' without examples or
encouragement. . . . People would tell him that he would ruin the
parish that way. Well, he didn't quite understand what they meant....
He was partly trying to dictate how things should be, and everybody
should do it this way.... It was his age, too.... He [was] a very old
sixty-five. And he had this terrible deafness which would hamper
anyone, and it certainly hampered him."139
Monsignor McMahon also offended some of his parishioners
through his own clumsiness. "Monsignor had a lot of idiosyncrasies,"
admitted D. Foertsch. "He could be klutzy about things. Kind of blurt
things. out that would have been more discreet not to."140 Father
Sullivan said that at funeral masses when old friends and neighbors
returned to St. Sabina's, while trying to praise the deceased, McMahon
would say things like" 'John was so good. He stayed here with me. You
people ran!' "141
Monsignor McMahon and ose were not able to stop panic peddling
completely or to create an integrated community. Although it began
with high hopes and pragmatic tactics, in retrospect ose made some
mistakes and some of its problems were too big for it to tackle. Its
three-person staff was too small. Alinsky's philosophy of community
organizing was to use the talents of local leaders, but the massive
amount of illegal conversion, marauding blockbusters, and racial
clashes overworked the full-time employees. The Southwest Side
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needed outside help from local and federal agencies. Ifopen occupancy
was truly implemented by both local and federal agencies and if the
city had a requirement that all city workers live in its boundaries in
those years, white flight might have been curbed.142
Federal housing policies also favored suburban developments over
city neighborhoods. The Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC)
reinforced the redlining practices offinancial institutions. Homogene-
ous developments were considered less risky. HOLC, therefore, sanc-
tioned segregation. FHA also worked against integration. It claimed it
was not created to help cities but to stimulate home ownership and
reduce unemployment. The building industry, anxious for guaranteed
government money, ignored the needs ofolder areas and turned to the
development ofsuburban housing tracts. In addition, new expressways
made outlying areas easily accessible.143 OBC was fighting an uphill
battle against the lure of the suburbs.
OSC also felt let down by the leadership of the Archdiocese. The
Archdiocese bravely chanced endorsing this Alinsky-inspired project
for limited integration, but it failed to provide the sustainedleadership
that was necessary. Cardinal Meyer did not condemn the immorality
of race discrimination as vociferously as he should have, nor did he
discipline Catholic pastors for their negligence on this matter. Meyer's
interests were more with historic changes in the Church with Vatican
II. This left many local leaders, who had taken a chance by going
against the tide of community sentiment and who thus had made
enemies among family and friends, feeling abandoned. Despite the
noble leadership of Reverend Christ and Monsignor McMahon, most
Catholic and Protestant religious leaders were halfhearted in their
efforts. Nick von Hoffman was disgusted with the bigoted Catholic
clergy. He said, "With certain noble exceptions, the pastors of the
Southwest Side" are practically a caricature, a cartoon, of the sins of
omission and commission of the Irish Roman Catholic clergy." Donald
O'Toole even criticized John McMahon for being too much of a saint
instead of a man of action.1«
In the late 1960s, with the area becoming predominantly black,
school issues and municipal services occupied the time of what re-
mained of asc. By this time Alinsky himself had abandoned the
project and ase faded into the background ofhis achievements.145
Although it failed to integrate the Southwest Side, ose did create
a more positive experience of racial change for many people, and it
helped preserve the physical integrity of the community. By slowing
down the transition period, asc enabled many whites to learn more
about theIr black neighbors and their experiences with racial injustice.
"It took ten years," said D. Foertsch of the span of time it took for the
first black family to move into St. Sabina's and for whites to leave.
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"That's not overnight. And yet it took maybe a year and a half to go
through Little Flower because [Father Stephen McMahon] preached
as negatively as Monsignor Wolfe did down at Visitation."146
"It achieved its goals," concurred C. Marble on OSC's effectiveness.
He also felt very positively about the personal experiences the organi-
zation afforded him. Monsignor McMahon recruited him to participate
in OSC. The Foster Park Community Council's boundaries were prac-
tically synonymous with the parish boundaries. With McMahon's
support, Marble became the first black to serve as the Community
Council's president between 1968 and 1972. This office made him an
automatic delegate to OSC. Marble described himself as "an integra-
tionist." His hopes were to have the opportunity to compete on an equal
playing field with whites. He felt McMahon, St. Sabina's, and OSC gave
him this opportunity. What racist sentiments there were in the neigh-
borhood did not deter him from what he wanted. He was "accepted and
allowed to compete." Based on past experience, though, Marble did not
expect the area to remain integrated. "People will separate according
to their own kind." Although the South Side has gone through the
painful process ofneighborhood change, Marble sees this as part ofthe
strength of this section of the city. "Those aren't real neighborhoods,"
he said of the North Side. That is why they escaped the notoriety of
neighborhood conflict.147
Overall, the racial transition in Auburn-Gresham and the ase
area was marked by a great deal of stability. Although a product of
blockbusting and a forced marketing process, it went from a white
middle-class area to one that was predominantly black middle class.
Twenty-five percent of the new homeowners had previous ownership
experience. Fifty-one percent were able to obtain conventional loans.
This was an important fact. In many other neighborhoods, especially
in Englewood, many FHA and VA loan programs were used by unscru-
pulous brokers to sell homes to families who did not have adequate
incomes. With so much of their salaries going toward their mortgage
payments, little went toward upkeep. Foreclosures and neighborhood
deterioration were common.148
While whites felt they were witnessing a breakdown of their
community, the majority of blacks who moved into Auburn-Gresham
in the early to mid-1970s were very optimistic about their new neigh-
borhood. Ninety-two percent ofblack residents rated the quality of the
area "good" or "excellent" in terms of housing quality, upkeep and
appearance, and crime rate. Few had any anxiety or apprehension
about living in an integrated neighborhood. Forty-one percent ofblacks
actually preferred to live with people of a different race. Fifty-two
percent had no preference. Many blacks believed that white neighbor-
hoods had better access to public and private services and goods.
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Except for shopping, black residents felt the quality of the neighbor-
hood remained the same.149
C. Marble believes his block is better now than when he moved in.
The income and educational level ofresidents is higher. "Whites would
have benefited if they stayed."l50 "They didn't want to be in a totally
black community," explained Father Sullivan. "They loved it when it
was an integrated community."151 While racial disturbances loomed
large in the minds of whites, most blacks did not expect to encounter
racial trouble when they moved into the area and 89 percent did not
have any problems.152 "There are some exceptions on the South Side,"
admitted T. O'Rourke. "Some of them have gone into neighborhoods
and they've kept them up very well. . . . And I do say that about
Sabina's, the side streets look pretty good. Seventy-ninth Street,
though, is a disaster."l55 "Seventy-ninth got to be the gosh awfullest
looking place," Father Sullivan conceded. "There'd be a liquor store and
then a record store and then another liquor store.... But then you'd
get off 79th Street and the people were keeping up the homes so
nicely."154
The work ofMonsignor McMahon and the other priests and sisters
attracted many blacks to the church, and laid the foundation for St.
Sabina's to become one of the premiere black Catholic parishes in
Chicago and the country. "Black people never got the impression" that
the Church was prejudiced, said R. McClory. They "had the impression
that McMahon was pro-black . . . and the ose was an organization
that was trying to integrate, and that made an impression. Therefore,
the parish was not looked upon as an institution as being antiblack,
although the parishioners were. So because ofMcMahon, Sabina's is a
fairly flourishing black parish."155 "The people who moved into the
parish ... all came to love monsignor," said A. Gaskin. "They consid-
ered him their friend."l56 C. Marble said, "I can't say enough about
him!" Although he too realized McMahon could be a dictator with a
"like it or lump it" attitude characteristic of many Irish-American
priests, Marble said that McMahon recognized the reality ofa changing
neighborhood and tried to involve Mrican Americans in the church and
gave them "100 percent support."157 The parish was also left with a
sound financial base of $800,000 in its treasury.l58 It, therefore, was
able to avoid the rapid deterioration of other parishes as its member-
ship dropped.
Monsignor McMahon was aided by a cadre of dedicated and able
priests and nuns. "Fumbling though we were, we gave it every moment
of every day," said Father Sullivan. "There was such a good group of
people, women and men, black and white, sisters and priests.... It
was a hard time, but it was a good time."159 "Half our nights in the
summer [we spent] going around ringing doorbells at random in black
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areas saying, 'We have a great school over here, a great church to
worship at on Sunday. Come on over!' " recalled R. McClory. The blacks
that were attracted to Catholicism, he thought, were more "upper
crust" and sophisticated. To them, becoming Catholic meant "rising
above their humble black origins." Others were drawn to the richness
and complexity of the religion. "I think Southern Baptists tend to be
weak on substance and so many were very curious. You'd get a real
dialogue at times with people who were hungering." To attract other
blacks meant changing some forms ofworship, such as using the organ
during the sermon to add drama.160
Father Sullivan took charge of the community center, which had
stood empty and lifeless after the Kelly shooting and the exodus of
white parishioners. He developed a plan to use the building for the
benefit of the new community by creating a neighborhood youth em-
ployment corps. They had hundreds of teenagers employed as recrea-
tional counselors and tutors for younger children. They had day camp
and sports leagues. With the help of a young white couple who had
grown up in the parish, they reestablished Saturday roller skating.
The couple said they had gotten so much from the center when they
were children that they wanted to give something in return. The most
amazing act ofChristian love that Father Sullivan witnessed, though,
was when Pat Kelly, the sister of Frank, volunteered to sit at the
cashier's station to sell tickets for the roller-skating. "One of the most
magnificent things I could ever recount about anyone was Pat Kelly,"
said Father Sullivan. "She was selling tickets ... inches from where
her brother died.... She couldn't forget what happened, but she helped
the little black kids."161 In all, Father Sullivan felt the youth program
"generated a whole lot of intangible good will. That Church gives a
darn!"162
Once white families left, St. Sabina's went through an evolutionary
process. Monsignor McMahon continued to run the parish as he always
did-in a rather old-fashioned, dictatorial way. And he continued to
give "thirty minute masses," which pleased Mr. Marble. McMahon was
named pastor emeritus in 1971 but continued to live in the rectory until
his death a few years later.163 He "embraced the new community," said
E. Lawrence. "They were his people."164 His replacement was Father
Henry J. Pehler.165 Pehler was an integrationist and accepted the
changed situation in the parish. Although he has been described as a
"noncharismatic administrator," Pehler was a pastor to his people and
was open to changes in the parish. He relied on his assistants and
community members for outreach work. Father McClory initiated the
celebration of Martin Luther King Day, and Father David Walker
worked diligently with people in the community. Mr. Marble said he
would "give a lot of credit to" Father Walker for creating a feeling of
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belonging and community among the more recent parishioners in St.
Sabina's.166 "I loved him!" E. Lawrence said. "He loved people." Mrs.
Lawrence had thought about searching for a new Catholic church.·The
African-American tradition ofexpressing praise for God through song
was something she missed. But she was committed to Catholicism.
Then Father Pehler had asked her to be one ofthe first female readers
at mass and she started to become more involved in the parish. "I got
into worshipping with Father Pehler."167 When Father Michael Pfleger
arrived in 1980 after Father Pehler's death, he was "able to institution-
alize many of the things that had been coalescing to make the parish
an expression ofAfrican-American Catholicism. "The first day Father
Pfleger came he was "full of fire and ready to go!" said E. Lawrence.
"He's a preacher." "Mike's blacker than I am," joked C. Marble about
Father Pfleger's pastoral style. Pfleger's services often ron two hours
with a heavy emphasis on the sermon and music. "Sabina's is some-
times called a Protestant church," said C. Marble. "Its either a term of
endearment or it upsets people."I68
Many African Americans have been drawn to the strengths of
parish life enjoyed by Catholic ethnics, particularly the nurturing of
its children. The school and the community center are major attrac-
tions. The paternal interest Father Pfleger takes in the young people
of the parish brings to mind Father Waldron of old St. John's, who
patrolled the streets with his blackthorn stick. Father Pfleger, no less
heedful of the temptations presented to impressionable young minds,
has taken up crusades against billboard advertisements ofalcohol and
tobacco found near the school, as well as drug paraphernalia sold in
local stores. Pfleger has even begun a drug-testing program in the
school to prevent drug abuse among its five hundred pupils. He
defended the program stating, "We're family and we're doing this
because oflove."169
While St. Sabina's priests were ministering to their new commu-
nity, former residents searched for new parishes to replace what they
had left behind. Many settled in Beverly Hills and Morgan Park. "It
was real important to me [to investigate] the philosophy of a parish
before I would move," said D. Foertsch. "We found that St. Barnabas
was more like what we had thought Sabina's was. We looked at every
house that was for sale in Barnabas. If it was across the border, even
though we liked the house, we decided on Barnabas. This is definitely
family."170 Today St. Barnabas is heavily Irish American.171 It has an
Irish family mass and recently it began a Mother of Sorrows Novena.
"I nearly fell on the floor when I heard that!" exclaimed D. Foertsch.172
Its parishioners support the resurrected South Side Irish parade,
which now marches down Western Avenue. G. Hendry also mO\7ed to
this area and chose St. Cajetan's parish because he wanted to raise his
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children in the same kind of environment as he grew up in, with the
same values. "This area was appealing because ... there were so many
people that we knew ... transplants from Sabina's, Little Flower, Leo,
Ethelreda.... We felt comfortable coming in here the same way I felt
comfortable at St. Sabina's as a kid growing Up."173 Ironically, Beverly
has become a model for managed integration guided by the Beverly
Area Planning Association. Its unique home architecture and city
ordinances requiring its employees to live in Chicago have contributed
to the neighborhood's stability.
Others tried to recreate St. Sabina's in the suburbs, such as at St.
Linus's in Oak Lawn. It resulted in tension between those wanting to
rebuild what they had lost and those who realized its impossibility. "It
wasn't quite possible. You couldn't rebuild a place like that," said
Father Riordan. 174
Most remembered their days at St. Sabina's with great fondness.
Although they may have settled in other parishes, many former pa-
rishioners still consider themselves to be "from Sabina's." To a certain
extent they feel very possessive of their old parish. Since St. Sabina's
has become such a prominent black parish, it is often featured in the
news but mispronounced. "It really tees me off," said B. DesChatelets,
"when I hear them talking on TV about St. Sabeena's."175 J. Hagerty is
irritated when she hears St. Sabina's referred to as "the black cathe-
dral, as if they built it!"176
Over twenty years after the parish changed hands, ~. Nelligan still
occasionally answers the question "Where are you from?" with
"Sabina's." Once when he was on a business trip on a small airplane
in Florida, the plane hit a rain storm and some turbulence. To calm
the passengers, the stewardess tried to make conversation and asked
him where he was from. Smiling to himself, he answered "Sabina's."
While he confused the flight attendant, a man in the seat in front of
him turned and said "I'm from Little Flower!"177
Many still think nostalgically about their old parish and lament
their loss. "When we go to wakes or weddings.... I hear people say,
'Oh, the good old days! Isn't it too bad what happened to Sabina's?' "
said D. Foertsch with exasperation. "That just offends me so much
because they don't know what they're talking about. Sabina's is, ifnot
more so, as alive as in its biggest day. It's a wonderful community. It's
different, and some people just don't want to accept that things can be
different and still be good."178
Things were different. St. Sabina's was no longer even called St.
Sabina parish. Instead, it is called St. Sabina community, because it
accepts membership from people who do not live within its traditional
boundaries. Blacks do not see the parish as a universe as Irish-Ameri-
can Catholics did. "People identified with the block club. You could tell
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the black community by block clubs."179 "The Church is an anchor of
morality in the community," explained C. Marble. But African Ameri-
cans, he noted, tend to treat priests as equals and not put them on a
pedestal the way Irish Americans tended to do. From that height,
however, "Irish priests had the full cooperation from the people."180 St.
Sabina's new members have draped the Mrican-American national
colors down the nave of the church, and a bust of Martin Luther King
rests on what had been St. Joseph's altar. Even those who accepted
blacks into the parish had a difficult time accepting these additions.
To traditional Catholics, Martin Luther King may have been a good
man, but he is not a canonized saint and was not even Catholic.
Therefore, placing his bust on an altar seemed very inappropriate to
them.18l "I know people who would die if they knew that," said D.
Foertsch. However, she often goes back to St. Sabina's for services.
Rather than dwell on the new, she says she sees "the communion rail
that I received my first communion at, the aisle I got married at, the
aisle I buried my father at. My first love will always be there. AI-
ways."182
Mrs. Foertsch is not the only white person who goes back to the
parish for services. Those who do are continually struck by the warmth
and vitality ofthe community and the innovative liturgies. "I'm so well
received when I do go," said a recent visitor. "They go out oftheir way
to extend themselves to you at the sign of peace. I wonder if the
situation were reversed in some ofthe all-white parishes ifthey would
even tum around."183
St. Sabina's present pastor, Father Michael Pfleger, received a
letter from an old parishioner who enjoyed a similar welcome. "On
Sunday we returned with two ofour daughters who had never been to
Saint Sabina before. We attended the sung Mass celebration by Father
Tom Walsh and assisted in so many ways by capable, enthusiastic,
parishioners. The ceremony was uplifting, the homily stimulating, the
music magnificent, the congregation warm, genuine, and friendly-
truly a spiritual and emotional experience for all of us. We found the
essence of Saint Sabina as we knew it is very much alive, active, and
throbbing. We thank the Lord for what Saint Sabina has given us, and
for what she continues to give to her people."184
"Well, we turned it over to people who can use it," said J. Hagerty,
reflecting on the situation. "I think all the old timers would be happy
with that"185
Conclusion
Patrick Lonigan confides his feelings to his son Studs on their moving
day from the fictional parish of St. Patrick's, which James T. Farrell
based upon St. Anselm's in his Studs Lonigan trilogy, saying, ''You
know, Bill, your mother and I are gettin' old now, and well, we sort of
got used to this neighborhood . . . The old people . . . they were all
nearby, and they all knew us, and we knew them, and you see, well,
this neighborhood was kind of like home. We sort of felt about it the
same way I feel about Ireland, where I was born."! As blacks began
moving into the parish in the late 1920s, Patrick Lonigan sold his
building to a black man and bought a new home for his family in South
Shore. "No home will be like this one had been to us," Patrick said to
his wife Mary. "We made our home here, raised our children, and spent
the best years ofour lives here." Mary thinks about their pastor, Father
Gilhooley. "He's heartbroken, poor man. Here he built his beautiful
church, and two years after it's built, all his parishioners are gone."
Patrick replies, "Goddam those niggers!"2 From this point in the novel
Patrick Lonigan and his son are forever displaced persons, without a
home in a familiar neighborhood. The move to South Shore for Studs
contributes to his failure in life and to his early death.3
While Studs's demise may be an extreme version of dislocation,
the feelings and sentiments his family experienced on moving day were
as true in the 1960s and they were in 1928. Racial animosity on the
Southwest Side of Chicago has been fueled by these types of experi-
ences. Ethnic parishes were slowly being transformed through the
twentieth century. It is likely that they would have eventually died a
slow, natural death, but the sudden shock brought on by the Great
Migration accelerated the process. Catholic ethnics were not afforded
several generations to slowly psychologically remove themselves from
a parish-centered life. Many blamed blacks for the loss of a more
intimate, community-oriented lifestyle. Their old neighborhoods, now
occupied by blacks, for better or worse, became sore reminders of a
much-loved, lost life.
The South Side black community also had its own literary heri-
tage, offering a flip-side view of race relations there. In 1940 Richard
Wright published Native Son, a shocking story of the plight of a
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disadvantaged black youth, Bigger Thomas, who kills two white
women. Bigger's actions and lack ofremorse make for a very harsh and
unsentimental view of the effects of racism.
Lorraine Hansberry's A Raisin in the Sun is also set on Chicago's
South Side, nearly two decades later. Hansberry explores the conflict
between blacks and whites over neighborhood turf: The drama por-
trays the difficulties ofthe Youngers, a black family that consists ofan
elderly mother, her spirited daughter, and her son with his wife and
son, living in a cramped, two-bedroom apartment. When the mother is
to receive a sizable life insurance settlement from her deceased hus-
band's policy, the family is torn by what to do with the windfall. The
mother wants to buy a house that happens to be in a white neighbor-
hood. When she does, she comes into conflict with the local residents.
She is even paid a visit by Mr. Linder, the chairman ofthe "Clyboume
Park Improvement Association," a neighborhood protection group.
Linder tries to explain the sentiments ofthe people he represents: "Our
community is made up of people who've worked hard as the dickens
for years to build up that little community. They're not rich and fancy
people; just hard-working, honest people who don't really have much
but those little homes and a dream ofthe kind ofcommunity they want
to raise their children in ... you've got to admit that a man, right or
wrong, had the right to want to have the neighborhood he lives in a
certain kind ofway. And at the moment the overwhelming majority of
our people out there feel that people get along better, take more a
common interest in the life of the community, when they share a
common background."4 The Younger family is stunned by this blatant
affront to their race and blow to their dream. Linder finds it difficult
to understand their reaction, saying: "I don't understand why you
people are reacting this way. What do you think you are going to gain
by moving into a neighborhood where youjust aren't wanted and where
some elements-well-people can get awful worked up when they feel
that their whole way of life and everything they've worked for is
threatened."5 Linder is promptly shown the door, and despite this slap
in the face, the family refuses to be intimidated and moves into their
new home. For them, it is a move filled with hope and optimism.
Since Martin Luther King's open-housing marches, Chicago's
South Side neighborhoods have been considered to be homes of incor-
rigible racists. Recently, historians have begun to reevaluate King's
strategy. These marches were inconsistent with the civil-rights
leader's goals in the North, which were vaguely defined as "ending
slums." Frustrated by lack of progress on this front, King decided to
proceeded with the marches against the warnings of black leaders in
Chicago. They correctly believed that if blacks moved into 'white
neighborhoods at this time, whites would flee and blacks would be no
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better off. King disregarded local sentiment that what the Chicago
Mrican-American community needed most was to strengthen its weak
institutional life. In fact, the effect of the marches was actually the
opposite ofwhat King had hoped for. Rather than awakening the social
consciences of whites, the marches were interpreted by South .Siders
as a moral judgment against their way oflife. King, in turn, condemned
them for exhibiting more virulent racism than anything he had seen
in the South. Christopher Lasch recently commented that "if he had
forced himself to understand the content of this resistance, he might
have seen that blacks could not hope to achieve their objectives by
demanding the dissolution ofwhite communities whose only crime, as
far as anyone could see, was their sense ofethnic solidarity."6 This book
has been an attempt to illuminate this resistance.
Irish Catholics insulated themselves from a world that did not
entirely welcome them by finding security in their parishes. The parish
was vitally important t() maintaining a Catholic subculture in America.
It gave the immigrant generation a sense of continuity to their past
life in Ireland. In America the parish not only had a religious function,
but it ensured the cohesion of the American-Irish community.
As the Irish began their ascent into skilled employment and the
middle class, they sought better housing in outlying areas of the city.
Their second-class position in American society as Catholics was made
readily apparent in Anglo-Protestant communities, where the welcome
mat was quickly taken up. Rather than shedding such an integral part
«?ftheir identity and melding into the dominant host culture, the Irish
hung on to their strong affiliation with the Church and clung to the
parish for support.
While they did not encounter the hostility ofAnglo-Protestants in
their neighborhood, St. Sabina's Catholics were reminded of their
minority status in America with the revival in the 1920 ofthe Ku Klux
Klan and the 1928 presidential election that resulted in the defeat of
AI Smith. Some defensiveness can be detected in St. Sabina's parish-
ioners of that period, yet they clearly cherished their community life.
Within it they nourished Catholic pride.
After World War II anti-Catholicism diminished to some extent.
At the same time Catholics had grown secure enough to see their
separation from Protestant America as a positive thing. St. Sabina
parishioners saw the parish as a place to foster religious devotion and
shelter their families from secular society, and as a means by which to
Christianize the rest of the world. Its devotional life, the school, and
its recreational activities all combined to reinforce the parish commu-
nity.
Although St. Sabina's considered itselfan Irish parish, its Catholic
identity predominated. While St. Patrick's Day celebrations had wide
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appeal, Irish Americans did not separate their national and religious
identities any more than their counterparts in Ireland did. Most took
their Irish heritage for granted but cultivated their Catholicism.
With their conception of themselves inextricably entwined with
the parish, fear and resentment were the natural reaction to perceived
threats. While most parishioners clung to the old parish philosophy of
Catholic isolationism, the Church itself was embarking upon a new
era. Chicago became a major center ofliberal Catholicism. Many clergy
and laity hoped to create a more expansive view of Catholicism's role
in society. Msgr. McMahon, with the help of others, tried to introduce
a new parish philosophy of openness toward others. The results were
mixed. Despite their skepticism, most parishioners went along with
his new ventures in community organizing. They hoped OSC would
keep their neighborhood stable. McMahon's early success could also be
attributed to the considerable power priests still enjoyed at that time.
His efforts helped mitigate some of the bitter feelings between whites
and his new black parishioners by attempting to tum the process into
a forward-looking opportunity to grow, yet, in the end, St. Sabina's did
not achieve integration any more than other less socially progressive
parishes. Love for the old ways and fear ofthe new sent many looking
to repeat their Sabina's experience in suburbs further south and west.
Some of those people found a similar parish environment, but, gener-
ally, the ethos of the urban, ethnic neighborhood proved elusive.
By the 1960s, American society had changed. Being Catholic was
no longer the handicap it once had been. Even the highest office in the
nation was held by Catholic John F. Kennedy. There was no longer the
need to take refuge against Protestant society in the parish or a
Catholic ghetto.7 As the Irish moved geographically outward and
economically upward, the areas they settled were more diverse. While
pockets of lrishness continue to exist, for the most part the Irish no
longer live or work in religious and ethnic ghettos. Yet the St. Sabina
story indicates people were reluctant to give up their parish heritage.
The Second Vatican Council also changed the character and outlook of
parishes. The parish was no longer a haven from the secular world.
Instead, it was to be a home base where Catholics could experience the
faith; it also inspired and energized them to deal with broader commu-
nity and social concerns in the light of Gospel values. Vatican II also
encouraged greater lay participation and leadership in various church
activities and programs, such as parish councils, liturgy committees,
and peace and justice groups. While still a central figure, the pastor is
now often assisted by a pastoral team of lay men and women. People
participate out ofchoice, not from a sense ofduty.8
Yet something intangibly good was lost in the transition to the
"new" parish. A recent University of Notre Dame study of parishes
Conclusion 189
found that just halfofpracticing Catholics thought the parish provided
a real sense ofcommunity. Suburban Catholics were the least attached
to their parishes. They had fewer close friends within the parish
borders and fewer contacts with fellow parishioners.9 Nor do most
parishes have any national identification to provide social cohesion.
While he feels that overall the changes in the Church were good, W.
Hogan thinks that many ofthe innovations have had an adverse effect
on parish life because of"a breakdown in theology.... Back then there
was tremendous uniformity in the mass. There was no questioning the
faith." Today the form of the mass can vary from parish to parish,
resulting in a decline in the shared experience of the mass and the
universal Church.10 Devotionalism has been criticized by some as
superstitious, but there has been little in the way ofpersonal spiritual
exercises to replace it. The parish does not call people over to the church
as much as it used to. St. Sabina's white parishioners would have had
to respond to Vatican II changes. Whether they could have maintained
such a strong sense of identity with these changes is a matter of
speculation.
Because America is composed of so many different ethnic, relig-
ious, and racial groups and is such a mobile society, conflict and strife
seem to be inevitable. This can be seen in the opposing views offamilies
like the Lonigans and the Youngers in their disputes over Chicago
neighborhoods. Sooner or later Americans are forced to accommodate
and compromise. In the past twenty years, we have seen a growing
celebration ofethnic heritages. Many new immigrant groups no longer
feel as compelled as earlier arrivals to assimilate into mainstream
American society. These sentiments no doubt arise in part from feel-
ings of loss and dislocation. The Irish were among the first to experi-
ence this sense ofdisplacement. Farrell's novels chronicle the material
success of the Irish and their movement into the mainstream, but he
shows how the long struggle has left many of them spiritually impov-
erished. Catholic communalism, historically seen as antithetical to
American individualism, finally was defeated. With the decline of the
parish as a cultural entity, Catholics and the Irish have lost a vital
aspect of their ethnic heritage.
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